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Preface 


Tus soox had its beginnings more than twenty years ago, when I 
delivered a speculative scholarly paper titled “From ‘The Day of 
Doom’ to ‘The Night Before Christmas.’” In that paper I dealt with 
the striking parallels between the best-known American poem of the 
1600s and 1700s and the best-known American poem of the 1800s 
and 1900s. The earlier poem was about God’s wrath, the later one 
about the goodwill of Santa Claus—but somehow the two were 
engaging in a kind of dialogue with each other. 


Actually, though, it is clear that the book began earlier still, with 
my childhood fascination for “The Night Before Christmas,” whose 
verses I recited over and over when December came around. For me, 
growing up as I did in an Orthodox Jewish household, this was 
surely part of my fascination for Christmas itself, that magical 
season which was always beckoning, at school and in the streets, 
only to be withheld each year by the forces of religion and family. (I 
once decided that Christmas must mean even more to America’s 
Jewish children than to its Christian ones.) I can remember, one 
Christmas Day, putting some of my own toys in a sack and 
attempting to distribute them to other children who lived in my 
Jersey City apartment house: If I couldn’t get presents, at least no 
one stopped me from giving them away, and in that fashion at least 
I could participate in the joy of what, much later, I would come to 
think of as the “gift exchange.” 


Much later came soon enough. By the late 1980s I had been a 
professional historian for some twenty years, and I was also 
regularly engaging in the nonacademic aspects of my trade. In 1988 
I found myself involved in the development of a teacher-training 


program sponsored by Old Sturbridge Village, the living-history 
museum in central Massachusetts. The theme we decided to focus 
on with the teachers (they taught grades 3-8) was _ holidays. 
Remembering that paper I had written more than a decade earlier, I 
figured young children might be intrigued by seeing unfamiliar 
things in “A Visit from St. Nicholas,” that most familiar of poems. 
(“Mama in her ’kerchief and I in my cap ...”? “Away to the window 
. and threw up the sash ...”? “A miniature sleigh”? “Eight tiny 
reindeer”?) So I volunteered to take on Christmas myself. 


Preparing for my session, I made a series of startling discoveries 
that precipitated me into writing this book. To begin with, in an 
essay by the preeminent modern scholar of St. Nicholas, Charles W. 
Jones, I learned that “Santa Claus,” far from being a creature of 
ancient Dutch folklore who made his way to the New World in the 
company of immigrants from Holland, was essentially devised by a 
group of non-Dutch New Yorkers in the early nineteenth century. 
(This discovery tied into another new notion I was acquainted with 
in a different context, that of “invented traditions”’—customs that 
are made up with the precise purpose of appearing old-fashioned: 
the idea, for example, that every Scottish clan had its own unique 
tartan plaid—which turns out to have been the product of a 
nineteenth-century effort to romanticize the valiant Scots.) 


Second, from reading a biographical sketch of Clement Clarke 
Moore, the author of “A Visit from St. Nicholas,” I realized that the 
history of his best-loved poem was intertwined with the physical 
and political transformation of New York City during the early 
nineteenth century. Moore, it turned out, was a wealthy and 
politically conservative country gentleman who found himself at 
war with the encroaching forces of New York’s commercial and 
residential development at the very time he was writing his undying 
verses about the night before Christmas. 


It was my third discovery that helped make sense of that curious 
convergence. The Christmas season itself was undergoing a change, 
I learned. From the writings of several obscure nineteenth-century 
folklorists, along with contemporary historians Peter Burke and 


Natalie Zemon Davis and Russian theorist Mikhail Bakhtin, I 
discovered that Christmas had once occasioned a kind of behavior 
that would be shocking today: It was a time of heavy drinking when 
the rules that governed people’s public behavior were momentarily 
abandoned in favor of an unrestrained “carnival,” a kind of 
December Mardi Gras. And I found that in the early nineteenth 
century, with the growth of America’s cities, that kind of behavior 
had become even more threatening, combining carnival rowdiness 
with urban gang violence and Christmas-season riots. (My key 
guides here were essays by the great British historian E. P. 
Thompson and one of his American disciples, Susan G. Davis.) Given 
the changed historical circumstances of the nineteenth century, I 
began to understand the appeal of a new-styled Christmas that took 
place indoors, within the secure confines of the family circle. 


Those discoveries became the basis of much of the first three 
chapters of this book. Before long, I found myself exploring other 
issues, issues that stemmed from what I was learning about the 
creation of a new-styled domestic Christmas: At what point, and in 
what fashion, did Christmas become commercialized? What 
happened to family relationships on this holiday, when children 
became the center of attention and the recipients of lavish gifts? 
(After all, before our own day, weren’t parents supposed to have 
avoided at all costs such gestures of intergenerational indulgence?) 
So I began to think about Christmas in the context of the larger 
history of consumer culture and child-rearing practices. Once again, 
I came up with some rather unexpected findings, findings that drove 
me to the conclusion that where Christmas was concerned, the 
problems of our own age go back a long way. The Christmas tree 
itself, I discovered, first entered American culture as a ritual strategy 
designed to cope with what was already being seen, even before the 
middle of the nineteenth century, as a holiday laden with crass 
materialism—a holiday that had produced a rising generation of 
greedy, spoiled children. 


Those issues became the subjects of Chapters 4 and 5. The 
remaining two chapters, about Christmas charity and Christmas 


under slavery, respectively, resulted from two very different 
circumstances. I had intended, from an early point, to write about 
Dickens’s novella A Christmas Carol, that other classic text of the 
holiday season (along with Moore’s poem). But when I reread 
Dickens’s book (for the first time in many years), I was led to 
explore the intricate and not always proud history of face-to-face 
Christmas charity, especially as it related to impoverished children. 
As far as Christmas under slavery is concerned, it was my students 
at the College of William and Mary, where I taught during the 
1989-90 academic year, who provoked my interest in that subject. 
The documentary materials several of these students brought to me 
proved to be something of a revelation. I glimpsed a picture of 
Christmas under slavery that oddly resembled the pre-nineteenth- 
century carnival celebration I had discovered at the beginning of my 
work. As I struggled to achieve a deeper understanding of the slaves’ 
holiday, I realized that with this topic my project had come full 
circle and it was time to stop. 


One consequence of stopping there was that my book would 
essentially come to a halt with the turn of the twentieth century, 
well before the present day. But, I decided, this was exactly where I 
wished to stop. By the end of the nineteenth century, if not earlier, 
the Christmas celebration practiced by most Americans was one that 
would be quite familiar to their modern descendants. Between then 
and now, the modifications have been more of degree than of kind, 
more quantitative than qualitative. The important changes—the 
revealing changes—had all taken place. And those were the only 
changes I really cared about. 


For the real subject of this book is not so much Christmas itself as 
what Christmas can tell us about broader historical questions. In 
writing about the commercialization of Christmas, for example, or 
the way Christmas made children the center of attention and 
affection, I have always tried to remember that those changes were 
expressions of the same forces that were transforming American 
culture as a whole. But it has been equally important for me also to 
see Christmas as one of those very forces—as a cause as well as an 


effect, an active instrument of change as well as an indicator and a 
mirror of change. From that angle, Christmas itself played a role in 
bringing about both the consumer revolution and the “domestic 
revolution” that created the modern family. 


To raise such questions in this context is new. Until recently, the 
history of holidays has pretty much been written in what could be 
called an “antiquarian” fashion, as a subject that existed in isolation, 
sealed off from matters of broad importance. It is largely the work 
of anthropologists that has provoked a new look, by showing that 
the holiday season has long been serious cultural business. 
Christmas rituals—whether in the form of the rowdy excesses of 
carnival or the more tender excesses that surround the Christmas 
tree—have long served to transfigure our ordinary behavior in an 
almost magical fashion, in ways that reveal something of what we 
would like to be, what we once were, or what we are becoming 
despite ourselves. It is because the celebration of Christmas always 
illuminates these underlying features of the social landscape—and 
sometimes the very “fault lines” which threaten to divide it—that 
the content of the holiday, its timing, and even the matter of 
whether to celebrate it at all, have often been hotly contested. For 
this reason the book I have written constitutes just a single large 
chapter in the history of the perennial battle for Christmas. 


But if I am concerned with those larger issues, I remain fascinated 
by Christmas itself, as fascinated today as when I was a child in that 
Jersey City apartment house—perhaps even more so, in the light of 
what I have learned in writing this book. For if I am writing about 
Christmas with the larger goals of a social and cultural historian, I 
also aim to tell a good story in a new way. Whether I have 
succeeded or not, I know that I have at least (and at last) managed 
to make Christmas my own, and I hope I have done so without 
betraying either its enduring meanings or my own patrimony. 


Cambridge, Massachusetts 
June 1995 


CuHapteER 1 


New England’s War on Christmas 


Tue Purrran War on Misrute 


n NEw Enctanp, for the first two centuries of white settlement most 

people did not celebrate Christmas. In fact, the holiday was 

systematically suppressed by Puritans during the colonial period 
and largely ignored by their descendants. It was actually illegal to 
celebrate Christmas in Massachusetts between 1659 and 1681 (the 
fine was five shillings). Only in the middle of the nineteenth century 
did Christmas gain legal recognition as an official public holiday in 
New England. Writing near the end of that century, one New 
Englander, born in 1822, recalled going to school as a boy on 
Christmas Day, adding that even as late as 1850, in Worcester, 
Massachusetts, “The courts were in session on that day, the markets 
were open, and I doubt if there had ever been a religious service on 
Christmas Day, unless it were Sunday, in that town.” As late as 
1952, one writer recalled being told by his grandparents that New 
England mill workers risked losing their jobs if they arrived late at 
work on December 25, and that sometimes “factory owners would 
change the starting hours on Christmas Day to five o’clock or some 
equally early hour in order that workers who wanted to attend a 
church service would have to forego, or be dismissed for being late 
for work.”! 


As we shall see, much of this is misleading or exaggerated. It is 
true that the New England states did not grant legal recognition to 
Christmas until the middle of the nineteenth century, but neither 
did most of the other states. There were Christmas Day religious 


services in Worcester before 1850. And nineteenth-century factory 
owners had their own reasons for treating Christmas as a regular 
working day, reasons that had more to do with industrial capitalism 
than with Puritan theology. Still, the fact remains that those factory 
owners were indeed operating within a long New England tradition 
of opposition to Christmas. As early as 1621, just one year after the 
Pilgrims landed on Plymouth Rock, their governor, William 
Bradford, found some of the colony’s new residents trying to take 
the day off. Bradford ordered them right back to work. And in 1659 
the Massachusetts General Court did in fact declare the celebration 
of Christmas to be a criminal offense. 


Why? What accounts for this strange hostility? The Puritans 
themselves had a plain reason for what they tried to do, and it 
happens to be a perfectly good one: There is no biblical or historical 
reason to place the birth of Jesus on December 25. True, the Gospel 
of Luke tells the familiar story of the birth of Jesus of Nazareth— 
how the shepherds were living with their flocks in the fields of 
Judea, and how, one night, an angel appeared to them and said, 
“For unto you is born this day in the city of David a Savior, which is 
Christ the Lord.” But nowhere in this account is there any indication 
of the exact date, or even the general season, on which “this day” 
fell. Puritans were fond of saying that if God had intended for the 
anniversary of the Nativity to be observed, He would surely have 
given some indication as to when that anniversary occurred. (They 
also argued that the weather in Judea during late December was 
simply too cold for shepherds to be living outdoors with their 
flocks.) 


It was only in the fourth century that the Church officially 
decided to observe Christmas on December 25. And this date was 
chosen not for religious reasons but simply because it happened to 
mark the approximate arrival of the winter solstice, an event that 
was celebrated long before the advent of Christianity. The Puritans 
were correct when they pointed out—and they pointed it out often 
—that Christmas was nothing but a pagan festival covered with a 
Christian veneer. The Reverend Increase Mather of Boston, for 


example, accurately observed in 1687 that the early Christians who 
first observed the Nativity on December 25 did not do so “thinking 
that Christ was born in that Month, but because the Heathens 
Saturnalia was at that time kept in Rome, and they were willing to 
have those Pagan Holidays metamorphosed into Christian [ones].”2 


Most cultures (outside the tropics) have long marked with rituals 
involving light and greenery those dark weeks of December when 
the daylight wanes, all culminating in the winter solstice—the 
return of sun and light and life itself. Thus Chanukah, the “feast of 
lights.” And thus the Yule log, the candles, the holly, the mistletoe, 
even the Christmas tree—pagan traditions all, with no direct 
connection to the birth of Jesus.3 


But the Puritans had another reason for suppressing Christmas. 
The holiday they suppressed was not what we probably mean when 
we think of a traditional Christmas. As we shall see, it involved 
behavior that most of us would find offensive and even shocking 
today—rowdy public displays of excessive eating and drinking, the 
mockery of established authority, aggressive begging (often 
involving the threat of doing harm), and even the invasion of 
wealthy homes. 


It may seem odd that Christmas was ever celebrated in such a 
fashion. But there was a good reason. In northern agricultural 
societies, December was the major “punctuation mark” in the 
rhythmic cycle of work, a time when there was a minimum of work 
to be performed. The deep freeze of midwinter had not yet set in; 
the work of gathering the harvest and preparing it for winter was 
done; and there was plenty of newly fermented beer or wine as well 
as meat from freshly slaughtered animals—meat that had to be 
consumed before it spoiled. St. Nicholas, for example, is associated 
with the Christmas season chiefly because his “name-day,” 
December 6, coincided in many European countries with the end of 
the harvest and slaughter season.4 


In our own day the Christmas season begins as early as the day 
after Thanksgiving for many people, and continues to January 1. 
But our culture is by no means the first in which “Christmas” has 


meant an entire season rather than a single day. In early modern 
Europe, the Christmas season might begin as early as late November 
and continue well past New Year’s Day. (We still sing about “the 
twelve days of Christmas,” and the British still celebrate “Twelfth 
Night.”) In England the season might open as early as mid- 
December and last until the first Monday after January 6 (dubbed 
“Plow Monday,” the return to work), or later.5 But it isn’t very 
useful, finally, to try to pin down the exact boundaries of a “real” 
Christmas in times past, or the precise rituals of some “traditional” 
holiday season. Those boundaries and rituals changed over time and 
varied from one place to another. What is more useful, in any 
setting, is to look for the dynamics of an ongoing contest, a push 
and a pull—sometimes a real battle—between those who wished to 
expand the season and those who wished to contract and restrict it. 
(Nowadays the contest may pit merchants—with children as their 
allies—against those grown-ups who resent seeing Christmas 
displays that seem to go up earlier and earlier with each passing 
year.) 


In early modern Europe, roughly the years between 1500 and 
1800, the Christmas season was a time to let off steam—and to 
gorge. It is difficult today to understand what this seasonal feasting 
was like. For most of the readers of this book, good food is available 
in sufficient quantity year-round. But early modern Europe was 
above all a world of scarcity. Few people ate much good food at all, 
and for everyone the availability of fresh food was seasonally 
determined. Late summer and early fall would have been the time of 
fresh vegetables, but December was the season—the only season— 
for fresh meat. Animals could not be slaughtered until the weather 
was cold enough to ensure that the meat would not go bad; and any 
meat saved for the rest of the year would have to be preserved (and 
rendered less palatable) by salting. December was also the month 
when the year’s supply of beer or wine was ready to drink. And for 
farmers, too, this period marked the start of a season of leisure. 
Little wonder, then, that this was a time of celebratory excess. 


Excess took many forms. Reveling could easily become rowdiness; 
lubricated by alcohol, making merry could edge into making 
trouble. Christmas was a season of “misrule,” a time when ordinary 
behavioral restraints could be violated with impunity. It was part of 
what one historian has called “the world of carnival.” (The term 
carnival is rooted in the Latin words carne and vale—“farewell to 
flesh.” And “flesh” refers here not only to meat but also to sex— 
carnal as well as carnivorous.) Christmas “misrule” meant that not 
only hunger but also anger and lust could be expressed in public. (It 
was no accident, wrote Increase Mather, that “December was called 
Mensis Genialis, the Voluptuous Month.”6) Often people blackened 
their faces or disguised themselves as animals or cross-dressed, thus 
operating under a protective cloak of anonymity. The late- 
nineteenth-century historian John Ashton reports one episode from 
Lincolnshire in 1637, in which the man selected by a crowd of 
revelers as “Lord of Misrule” was publicly given a “wife,” in a 
ceremony led by a man dressed as a minister (he read the entire 
marriage service from the Book of Common Prayer). Thereupon, as 
Ashton noted in Victorian language, “the affair was carried to its 
utmost extent.”7 


Episodes like these offered another reason, and a deeper one, for 
the Puritans’ objection to Christmas. Here is how the Reverend 
Increase Mather of Boston put it in 1687: 


The generality of Christmas-keepers observe that festival after such a manner 
as is highly dishonourable to the name of Christ. How few are there 
comparatively that spend those holidays (as they are called) after an holy 
manner. But they are consumed in Compotations, in Interludes, in playing at 


Cards, in Revellings, in excess of Wine, in mad Mirth.... 


And Increase Mather’s son Cotton put it this way in 1712: “[T]he 
Feast of Christ’s Nativity is spent in Reveling, Dicing, Carding, 
Masking, and in all Licentious Liberty ... by Mad Mirth, by long 
Eating, by hard Drinking, by lewd Gaming, by rude Reveling ...”8 


Even an Anglican minister, a man who approved of “keeping” 
Christmas (as it was then put), acknowledged the truth of the 


Puritans’ charges. Writing in 1725, the Reverend Henry Bourne of 
Newcastle, England, called the way most people commonly behaved 
during the Christmas season “a Scandal to Religion, and an 
encouraging of Wickedness.” Bourne admitted that for Englishmen 
of the lower orders the Christmas season was merely “a pretense for 
Drunkenness, and Rioting, and Wantonness.” And he believed the 
season went on far too long. Most Englishmen, Bourne claimed, 
chose to celebrate it well past the official period of twelve days, 
right up to Candlemas Day on February 2. For that entire forty-day 
period, it was common “for Men to rise early in the Morning, that 
they may follow strong Drink, and continue untill Night, till Wine 
inflame them.” 


Bourne singled out two particularly dangerous seasonal practices, 
mumming and (strange to modern readers) the singing of Christmas 
carols. Mumming usually involved “a changing of Clothes between 
Men and Women; who when dressed in each other’s habits, go from 
one Neighbor’s house to another ... and make merry with them in 
disguise.” Bourne proposed that “this Custom, which is still so 
Common among us at this Season of the Year, [be] laid aside; as it is 
the Occasion of much Uncleanness and Debauchery.” As for singing 
Christmas carols, that practice was a “disgrace,” since it was 
“generally done, in the midst of Rioting and Chambering, and 
Wantonness.”? (“Chambering” was a common euphemism for 
fornication.) It was another Anglican cleric, the sixteenth-century 
bishop Hugh Latimer, who put the matter most succinctly: “Men 
dishonour Christ more in the twelve days of Christmas, than in all 
the twelve months besides.” 


The Puritans knew what subsequent generations would forget: 
that when the Church, more than a millennium earlier, had placed 
Christmas Day in late December, the decision was part of what 
amounted to a compromise, and a compromise for which the 
Church paid a high price. Late-December festivities were deeply 
rooted in popular culture, both in observance of the winter solstice 
and in celebration of the one brief period of leisure and plenty in 
the agricultural year. In return for ensuring massive observance of 


the anniversary of the Saviors birth by assigning it to this resonant 
date, the Church for its part tacitly agreed to allow the holiday to be 
celebrated more or less the way it had always been. From the 
beginning, the Church’s hold over Christmas was (and remains still) 
rather tenuous. There were always people for whom Christmas was 
a time of pious devotion rather than carnival, but such people were 
always in the minority. It may not be going too far to say that 
Christmas has always been an extremely difficult holiday to 
Christianize. Little wonder that the Puritans were willing to save 
themselves the trouble. 


Tue Purirans understood another thing, too: Much of the seasonal 
excess that took place at Christmas was not merely chaotic 
“disorder” but behavior that took a profoundly ritualized form. Most 
fundamentally, Christmas was an occasion when the social 
hierarchy itself was symbolically turned upside down, in a gesture 
that inverted designated roles of gender, age, and class. During the 
Christmas season those near the bottom of the social order acted 
high and mighty. Men might dress like women, and women might 
dress (and act) like men. Young people might imitate and mock 
their elders (for example, a boy might be chosen “bishop” and take 
on for a brief time some of the authority of a real bishop). A peasant 
or an apprentice might become “Lord of Misrule” and mimic the 
authority of a real “gentleman.”19 Increase Mather explained with 
an anthropologist’s clarity what he believed to be the origins of the 
practice: “In the Saturnalian Days, Masters did wait upon their 
Servants.... The Gentiles called Saturns time the Golden Age, 
because in it there was no servitude, in Commemoration whereof on 
his Festival, Servants must be Masters.” This practice, like so many 
others, was simply picked up and transposed to Christmas, where 
those who were low in station became “Masters of Misrule.”!1 To this 
day, in the British army, on December 25 officers are obliged to 
wait upon enlisted men at meals.* 


The most common ritual of social inversion during the Christmas 
season involved something that is associated with Christmas in our 
own day—we would call it charity. Prosperous and powerful people 
were expected to offer the fruits of their harvest bounty to their 
poorer neighbors and dependents. A Frenchman traveling in late- 
seventeenth-century England noted that “they are not so much 
presents from friend to friend, or from equal to equal ..., as from 
superior to inferior.”!2 That may sound familiar enough. But the 
modern notion of charity does not really convey a picture of how 
this transaction worked. For it was usually the poor themselves who 
initiated the exchange, and it was enacted face-to-face, in rituals 
that would strike many of us today as an intolerable invasion of 
privacy. 

At other times of the year it was the poor who owed goods, labor, 
and deference to the rich. But on this occasion the tables were 
turned—literally. The poor—most often bands of boys and young 
men—claimed the right to march to the houses of the well-to-do, 
enter their halls, and receive gifts of food, drink, and sometimes 
money as well. And the rich had to let them in—essentially, to hold 
“open house.” Christmas was a time when peasants, servants, and 
apprentices exercised the right to demand that their wealthier 
neighbors and patrons treat them as if they were wealthy and 
powerful. The Lord of the Manor let the peasants in and feasted 
them. In return, the peasants offered something of true value in a 
paternalistic society—their goodwill. Just when and how this 
actually happened each year—whether it was a gracious offering or 
the forced concession to a_ hostile confrontation—probably 
depended on the particular individuals involved as well as the local 
customs that had been established in years past (and which were 
constantly being “re-negotiated” through just such ritualized 
practices as these). 


This exchange of gifts for goodwill often included the 
performance of songs, often drinking songs, that articulated the 
structure of the exchange. These songs (and the ritual as a whole) 
bore a variety of names. One name that is still known in our culture 


is that of wassailing, and I shall take the liberty of using this word to 
refer to a whole set of similar rituals that may have had other 
names. Wassailers—roving bands of youthful males—toasted the 
patron’s well-being while drinking the beer he had been kind 
enough to supply them. Robert Herrick included this wassail in his 
1648 poem “Ceremonies for Christmasse”: 


Come bring, with a noise, 

My merrie, merrie boys, 

The Christmas log to the firing; 

While my good dame she 

Bids ye all be free [i.e., with the alcohol] 


And drink to your heart’s desiring....!° 


The wassail usually possessed an aggressive edge—often an 
explicit threat—concerning the unpleasant consequences to follow if 
the beggars’ demands were not met. One surviving wassail song 
contains this blunt demand and threat: 


We’ve come here to claim our right.... 
And if you don’t open up your door, 


We will lay you flat upon the floor. 


But there was also the promise of goodwill if the wassailers were 
treated well—toasts to the patrons health and prosperity. (It is the 
promise of goodwill, alone from this ritualized exchange, that has 
been retained in the modern revival of old Christmas songs.) The 
following wassail was sung on the Isle of Man by bands of young 
men who marched from house to house begging for food: 


Again we assemble, a merry New Year 

To wish to each one of the family here.... 

May they of potatoes and herrings have plenty, 
With butter and cheese, and each other dainty.... 


One song that has recently been revived, the “Gloucestershire 
Wassail,” shows the drinkers going from one well-to-do house to 
another (“Wassail! Wassail! all over the town”). At each stop they 


wish their patron a successful harvest, the fruits of which are to be 
shared with them (“God send our master a cup of good beer.... God 
send our mistress a good Christmas pie ...”). Each verse amounts to 
a toast that ends in a fresh round of drinks (“With my wassailing 
bowl I drink to thee”)—to the master and mistress, to their horse, to 
their cow, to anything at all that can be toasted.!4 


It was not enough for the landlord to let the peasants in and feed 
them. On this one occasion he had to share with them his choicest 
food and drink, his private stock. Robert Herrick included a couplet 
to this effect in the poem quoted above: “Drink now the strong 
beere, / Cut the white loaf here.” (The emphasis is on the “strong 
beere,” the “white loaf.”) When the wassailers on the Isle of Man had 
sung their verses, they were, in the words of the folklorist who 
recorded their ritual, “invited into the house to partake of the best 
the family can afford.” The final verse of the “Gloucestershire 
Wassail” opens with just such a demand for choice beer (“Come, 
butler, draw us a bowl of the best / Then we hope your soul in 
heaven shall rest”), but the threat follows quickly: “But if you draw 
us a bowl of the small [i.e., weak beer], / Then down will come 
butler, bowl, and all.”15 


In an agricultural economy, the kind of “misrule” I have been 
describing did not really challenge the authority of the gentry. The 
historian E. p. Thompson has noted that landed gentlemen could 
always try to use a generous handout at Christmas as a way of 
making up for a year’s accumulation of small injustices, regaining in 
the process their tenants’ goodwill. In fact, episodes of misrule were 
widely tolerated by the elite. Some historians argue that role 
inversions actually functioned as a kind of safety valve that 
contained class resentments within clearly defined limits, and that 
by inverting the established hierarchy (rather than simply ignoring 
it), those role inversions actually served as a reaffirmation of the 
existing social order.!© It was all a little like Halloween todays— 
when, for a single evening, children assume the right to enter the 
houses of neighbors and even strangers, to demand of their elders a 


gift (or “treat”) and to threaten them, should they fail to provide 
one, with a punishment (or “trick”). 


This kind of trick-or-treat ritual is largely nonexistent today at 
Christmas, but vestiges of it do remain. Take, for instance, a 
December 1991 article in Money magazine, which warns its readers 
to “Tip Defensively” at Christmas: “‘At holiday time you must show 
people who work for you that you appreciate good service,’.... 
Translation: if you don’t, you’ll suffer the consequences all next year 
(Day-Glo hair tinting or sprinkler-soaked newspapers).... Keep in 
mind a kind of reverse Marxism: to each according to your need. 
That is, tip most generously those who can do you the most 
damage.” !7 


ProsecutTinc THE Curistmas-Kerpers, 1620-1750 


In early modern Europe, all this postharvest behavior operated 
within (though at the boundaries of) the normal social order. It was 
part of a cultural world that went back thousands of years and 
involved the yearly agricultural cycle, which defined and integrated 
work and play, with times of intense labor followed by periods of 
equally intense celebration. This seasonal cycle, perhaps more than 
anything else, was what determined the texture of people’s lives. It 
was even appropriated by the Church (as the Christmas season itself 
had been) and given a religious gloss, whereby times of celebration 
were associated with any number of official saints’ days that were 
generally observed with more revelry than piety. 


Here was exactly what the Puritans tried to suppress when they 
came to power in England, and New England, in the middle of the 
seventeenth century. It was this entire cultural world, with its 
periodic seasons of labor and festivity—and not just Christmas itself 
—that Puritans felt to be corrupt, “pagan,” evil. It was this world 
that they systematically attempted to abolish and “purify.” They 
wished to replace it with a simpler, more orderly culture in which 
people were more disciplined and self-regulated, in which ornate 


churches and cathedrals were replaced by plain “meetinghouses,” in 
which lavish periodic celebrations—the seasonal cycle itself—were 
replaced by an orderly and regular succession of days, punctuated 
only by a weekly day of rest and self-examination, the Sabbath. 


Christmas was an important (and symbolically charged) 
expression of this cultural world, and the Puritans attacked it with 
particular intensity. In England, the Puritan Parliament made a 
point of holding regular sessions each December 25 from 1644 
through 1656, and it did what it could to suppress the traditional 
observance of the date. (In 1644 Parliament actually decreed that 
December 25 was to be observed as a day of fasting and repentance 
—for the sinful way the occasion had been made into a time of 
“giving liberty to carnall and sensual delights.”)!8 One unhappy 
Englishman referred to those delights as nothing more than “liberty 
and harmless sports ... [by] which the toiling plowswain and 
labourer were wont to be recreated, and their spirits and hopes 
revived for a whole twelve month.” But the Puritans had made these 
innocent customs “extinct and put out of use ... as if they never had 
been.... Thus are the merry lords of misrule suppressed by the mad 
lords of bad rule at Westminster [i.e., Parliament].”!9 
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“The Tryal of Father Christmas.” The title page of a 1686 British 
book mocking the Puritans who had suppressed Christmas—and 
who had been out of power in England for some twenty-five years 
when this book was published. The Puritan jurors in this trial bore 
such names as “Mr. Cold-kitchen,” “Mr. Give-little,” and “Mr. Hate- 
good.” (Courtesy, Mark Bond- Webster) 


In England the success of the Puritans was limited and temporary. 
Legislation banning the celebration of Christmas was contested in 


many places even during the 1640s and 1650s, when Puritans 
controlled the government (there were riots in several towns), and 
the policy was quickly reversed in 1660 upon the restoration of the 
English monarchy.2° 


But in New England the Puritans did largely succeed in 
eliminating Christmas, along with many of the other practices of 
English popular culture. David D. Hall has succinctly described the 
“transformed culture” of what he aptly terms a “new Protestant 
vernacular”: 


Psalm-singing replaced ballads. Ritual was reorganized around the 
celebration of the Sabbath and of fast days. No town in New England had a 
Maypole; no group celebrated Christmas or St. Valentine’s Day, or staged a 


pre-Lenten carnival!2! 


Take THE EXAMPLE Of almanacs. Almanacs had become popular in 
England by the seventeenth century, and they remained popular in 
New England as well. English almanacs generally listed Christmas, 
along with the bevy of saints’ days that showed the commitment of 
the Church of England to the old, seasonally based calendar. (These 
saints’ days were known as “red-letter days,” because in English 
almanacs and church calendars they were printed in red ink.) But in 
seventeenth-century New England, almanacs were “purified” of all 
these old associations. (Indeed, for a time even the common names 
for the days of the week were purged from the almanacs on account 
of their pagan origins—after all, Thursday meant “Thor’s day,” and 
Saturday was “Saturn’s day.”) The Puritans knew that the power to 
name time was also the power to control it. 


So it should come as no surprise that seventeenth-century 
Massachusetts almanacs did not refer to December 25 as Christmas 
Day. Instead, the date December 25 would be left without comment, 
or it would contain a notice that one of the county courts was due to 
sit that day—an implicit reminder that in New England, December 
25 was just another workday. 


?ue success Of the New England Puritans was impressive and long- 
lasting. Christmas was kept on the margins of early New England 
society. Still, it was never suppressed completely. Take, for example, 
two instances that are sometimes cited to show that the Puritan 
authorities succeeded in abolishing Christmas. We have already 
encountered the first of these in the entry for Christmas Day, 1621, 
in the journal of Governor William Bradford of Plymouth Colony. 
Bradford encountered a group of people who were taking the day 
off from work, and he promptly sent them back to work. Here, in 
the first full year of the Pilgrims’ life in the New World, were a 
group of Christmas-keepers. Nor did this group observe Christmas in 
a devout fashion or even by simply staying in their houses— 
Bradford indicated that he would have allowed them that. What 
bothered the governor was that these Christmas-keepers were, in his 
own words, out “gaming [and] reveling in the streets.”22 


The second instance is the 1659 law passed by the Massachusetts 
Bay Colony, the law that levied a five-shilling fine on anyone who 
was “found observing any such day as Christmas or the like, either 
by forbearing of labor, feasting, or any other way.” 


Such laws are not made, of course, unless there are people who 
are engaging in the forbidden activity. And the Massachusetts Bay 
law of 1659, like Governor Bradford’s earlier report, suggests that 
there were indeed people in Massachusetts who were observing 
Christmas in the late 1650s. The law was clear on this point: It was 
designed “for preventing disorders arising in several places within 
this jurisdiction, by reason of some still observing such Festivals as 
were superstitiously kept in other countries.” The wording of the 
law also implied that the authorities were chiefly concerned (as 
Governor Bradford had been) not with private devotion but with 
what the law termed “disorders.” That point was reinforced by a 
provision in the law that threatened to impose a second five-shilling 
fine for gambling “with cards or dice,” a practice, the court noted, 
that was “frequent in many places ... at such times [as Christmas].” 


This is not to argue that Christmas was widely “kept” in 
seventeenth-century Massachusetts. (For example, I have found no 


records of prosecutions under the 1659 law, which remained in 
force until 1681, when it was repealed under pressure from 
London.) What it does argue is that a festival with such old and 
deep roots in English culture could not simply be erased by fiat, and 
that it always hovered just beneath the surface of New England 
culture, emerging occasionally into plain sight.23 When that 
happened, it was in ways that confirmed the Puritan nightmares of 
excess, disorder, and misrule. 


Who were the people who practiced Christmas misrule in 
seventeenth-century New England? Not surprisingly, the evidence 
suggests that they were mostly on the margins of official New 
England culture (or altogether outside it). It is difficult to know for 
sure. There is no Christmas episode so notorious as the 1627-28 
confrontation in which the Pilgrims of Plymouth Colony forcibly 
destroyed the maypole that had been defiantly set up on nearby 
Mount Wollaston by Thomas Morton and his merry men. (May Day, 
like Christmas, marked a seasonal celebration that resonated deeply 
in English popular culture.) But that is only because Thomas Morton 
was practically the sole New England representative of popular 
culture who was literate, and even literary; he actually published a 
satirical account of the maypole episode. The rest of New England’s 
early Christmas-keepers were at most barely literate, and they left 
no records. 


It was fishermen and mariners who had the reputation of being 
the most incorrigible sinners in New England, the region’s least 
“reformed” inhabitants. Maritime communities such as Nantucket, 
the Isles of Shoals, and (especially) the town of Marblehead, were 
notorious for irreligion, heavy drinking, and loose sexual activity; 
they were also repositories of enduring English folk practices— 
places that ignored or resisted orthodox New England culture. It is 
no coincidence that Marblehead was also a site of ongoing 
Christmas-keeping.24 

In 1662, for example, a fisherman named William Hoar, a 33- 
year-old resident of Beverly, Massachusetts, “was presented for 
suffering tippling [i.e., drinking] in his house by those who came to 


keep Christmas there.”25 That is all we know about this event, but 
the Hoar family itself is another story. Hoar’s wife and children 
became notorious for their brazen defiance of Puritan authority. 
They carried on a long-term vendetta against the local minister, the 
Reverend John Hale, even to the point of regularly invading his 
house while he was away, in order to consume his food and loot his 
goods. Hoar’s wife, Dorcas, was a fortune-teller (she specialized in 
palmistry), and she cultivated the rumor that she was also a 
practicing witch. Indeed, Dorcas Hoar’s reputation finally brought 
her down. In the dark year of 1692, she was convicted of witchcraft 
and sentenced to hang on Gallows Hill, a victim of the Salem 
witchcraft outbreak.26 


The Miser and the Sots: A Salem Village Wassail 


The single incident of Christmas-keeping in seventeenth-century 
Massachusetts that can be described in any detail took place in 
1679, and it is wonderfully revealing of the persistence of English 
seasonal folkways on the margins of Puritan New England. 


At about 9 p.m. on Christmas night, 1679, four young men from 
Salem Village invaded the house of 72-year-old John Rowden, who 
lived with his wife, Mary, and their apprentice—and adopted son— 
Daniel Poole. (John Rowden was a farmer who owned an orchard 
that apparently included pear trees, from the fruit of which he and 
his wife had prepared a stock of pear wine, commonly known as 
perry.) In the testimony he gave three months later, old John 
Rowden provided a detailed account of what happened that night. 
First, the four men entered his house and sat down by the fire, and 
two of them “began to sing.” When they had completed two songs, 
one of the men asked John Rowden, “‘How do you like this, father? 
Is this not worth a cup of perry?’” Rowden answered them, “‘I do 
not like it so well, pray be gone.’” But the men would not leave, 
telling Rowden “it was Christmas Day at night and they came to be 
merry and to drink perry, which was not to be had anywhere else 
but here, and perry they would have before they went.” 


Rowden again refused to offer them perry, and “told them they 
should have none there.” The four visitors still would not take no 
for an answer. This time they tried to cajole Rowden into offering 
them the perry by promising payment at a later time: “‘Call for your 
pot [of perry] and mine and I will pay you again,’” said one. This 
time it was Rowden’s wife who replied, saying, “‘We keep no 
ordinary [i.e., tavern] to call for pots.’” (A pot commonly referred to 
alcohol, as in the still-current usage potted) 


So the four men left. Or so it seemed—for fifteen minutes later 
three of them returned, saying they had managed to borrow some 
money and could pay for the perry on the spot. Apparently the 
Rowdens would actually have sold them the drink at this point, but 
the couple demanded to see the money in advance. One of the men 
shoved a “coin” in Goodwife Rowden’s face; it proved to be 
“nothing but a piece of lead.” 


At this point the Rowdens, assisted by their young apprentice, 
managed to cajole (or push) the visitors out the door and into the 
December night. But once again the respite was brief. The visitors 
stopped about forty feet from the house and began to harass the 
Rowdens. They bellowed out sarcastic cries of “hello.” One of them, 
Samuel Braybrooke by name, began to taunt the Rowdens’ 
apprentice, demanding that he give them directions to the town of 
Marblehead (where alcohol could surely be had, especially on 
Christmas night). The apprentice, Daniel Poole, replied that “‘he had 
better be at home with his wife.’” Braybrooke continued to taunt 
young Poole, asking him “if he wanted to fight, if so to come out.” 
Braybrooke’s companion Joseph Flint renewed the dare, this time 
suggesting that they make a bet out of it: “Flint said if he [Poole] 
wanted to box, he would box with him for a pot of perry.” Finally, 
when it became clear that despite all this bravado the apprentice 
could not be pressured into leaving his doorway, the dares and 
taunts turned into actual violence—violence that was directed not 
directly at Poole or the Rowdens but at their house. Here is John 
Rowdens account of what happened: 


[T]hey threw stones, bones, and other things at Poole in the doorway and 
against the house. They beat down much of the daubing in several places and 
continued to throw stones for an hour and a half with little intermission. 
They also broke down about a pole and a half of fence, being stone wall, and 
a cellar, without [outside] the house, distant about four or five rods, was 


broken open through the door, and five or six pecks of apples were stolen.27 


Quite a scene. But one that is wholly recognizable from the 
English and European sources; for this was a wassail gone bad. The 
four young men came to the old man’s house and sang for their gift 
of perry. When refused, they pretended that they were willing to 
pay for the perry (even though making the exchange a financial 
transaction represented a violation of the wassail ritual, in which 
the drink would have been a gift offered in return for the songs). 
But the visitors could (or would) not pay; the “coin” they brought 
turned out to be a fake, and their offer of payment seems to have 
been intended merely as a sarcastic comment on the Rowdens’ 
refusal to play their expected role in the gift exchange. Finally, the 
wassail turned into what the French call a “charivari” (loud noise, 
mocking taunts, and stone-throwing), which lasted for more than an 
hour. There was no gift and therefore no goodwill—no “treat,” but 
only a “trick” in turn. 


Typically, all four of the wassailers were young men (one was 
seventeen, another about twenty-one; only one of the four was 
married). Typically, too, all of them stood near the low end of the 
economic hierarchy, and none would ever achieve any great degree 
of prosperity.28 Finally, thirteen years later, three of the four men 
were peripherally involved in the events surrounding the Salem 
witch trials of 1692. Two of them (Braybrooke and Flint) were 
among the signers of a 1695 petition urging the dismissal of the 
Reverend Samuel Parris, the Salem Village minister who played a 
central role as a supporter of the trials and an accuser of the 
witches. And a third, Benjamin Fuller, was one of thirty-six Salem 
Village residents who refused to pay their taxes in support of 
Samuel Parris’s ministerial salary when Parris first arrived (amid 
controversy) in Salem Village in 1689.29 


The “Salem wassail” (as I have come to call it) surely represented 
no threat to the social or cultural fabric of Massachusetts, just as 
more frequent but similar incidents in Europe of misrule and 
charivari were hardly revolutionary acts. This was a trivial event, 
and the only harm it did was to the family of one elderly man 
(possibly a stingy and ill-tempered individual). Still, the episode 
suggests something of the animosities engendered by the cultural 
fault lines that continued to divide “official” Massachusetts culture 
from the lingering traditions it tried so hard (and on the whole with 
such great success) to eradicate. 


A Window on Popular Culture: 
The Dominion of New England 


Once, for a few strange years, the curtain of Puritan suppression was 
lifted, and not by choice. By 1680 it was becoming clear that the 
Restoration government in London would not continue to tolerate 
the Puritan political culture that had been established in New 
England. Knowing that its official charter of incorporation might be 
abrogated, in 1681 the Massachusetts General Court reluctantly 
revoked several of the colony’s laws that were most obnoxious to 
the English authorities. (One of the laws thus revoked was the act 
banning the celebration of Christmas.) But this was not enough to 
save the charter. It was abrogated in 1684, and during the three 
years from 1687 through 1689, Massachusetts was governed directly 
from London, as part of a short-lived entity known as the “Dominion 
of New England.” 


What happened during these three years was deeply humiliating 
to the Puritans. The hated governor of the Dominion, Sir Edmund 
Andros, ruled most of New England (along with New York). From 
his headquarters in Boston, Governor Andros attempted to impose 
English law and custom in the very seat of Puritan power. On 
Christmas Day, 1686, for example, two religious services were 
performed at the Boston Townhouse, and Andros attended both of 
them, with “a Red-Coat [soldier] going on his right hand and Capt. 
George on the left.” 


But Governor Andros did not simply impose Anglican practices on 
a populace that was universally resistant to them. One effect of his 
rule was to permit the public expression of a set of seasonal 
practices that were associated with the popular culture of 
seventeenth-century England. Those expressions of the popular 
culture could not have surfaced openly without the legal protection 
offered by the Andros regime. Under its protective mantle, during 
this brief period, it was possible for the first time in Massachusetts 
to act out heterodox rituals in public. A few Bostonians celebrated 
Shrove Tuesday (Mardi Gras) by dancing in the streets, and a 
maypole was erected in Charlestown. 


Christmas-keeping apparently began even in advance of the 
Andros regime. On December 25, 1685, the magistrate Samuel 
Sewall noted that “Some somehow observe the day,” but he added, 
as if to reassure himself, that “the Body of the People profane it, and 
blessed be God no Authority yet to compel them to keep it.” (Sewall 
also offered himself the reassurance that there was “less Christmas- 
keeping [this year] than last year, fewer Shops Shut up,” but that 
reassurance implicitly ceded the point that in 1684 an even greater 
number of persons had “observed” Christmas.) A year later, on 
December 25, 1686, Sewall once again noted, “Shops open today 
generally and persons about their occasions.” (Again, the key word 
here may have been “generally,” because Sewall went on to 
acknowledge, “Some, but few, Carts [were] at Town with 
wood....”30) 


Christmas-keeping even entered into print culture during the 
Andros regime. The most dramatic example was an almanac, written 
by a resident of Saybrook, Connecticut, named John Tully and 
published in Boston during each of the three years of Dominion 
government, 1687-89. We have already seen that the Puritans 
purged New England’s almanacs of all reference to Christmas and 
the various saints’ days of the English church calendar. But Tully 
boldly labeled December 25 in capital letters, as “CHRISTMAS- 
DAY,” and he also added every one of the red-letter days recognized 
by the Church of England. December 21 thereby became “S. 


THOMAS,” December 26 was “S. STEVEN,” and December 27 was 
“INNOCENTS.” (In all likelihood, Tully used capital letters simply 
because his Boston printer did not have any red ink.) The following 
year, Tully’s almanac was published with the official imprimatur of 
Andros’s deputy, Edwin Randolph, on the title page.3! 


That same year, Tully made an even more dramatic gesture to 
signify his incorporation of English popular culture. At the end of 
his 1688 almanac Tully added a_ series of monthly 
“prognostications,” all of them satirical and most of them bawdy or 
scatological. For example, he concluded his prognostication for the 
month of March by announcing that if it failed to come true, the 
reader should “light tobacco, or make bum-fodder with our 
Observations” (in other words, use the pages of his almanac to wipe 
their asses). For February, Tully wrote: 


The Nights are still cold and long, which may cause great Conjunction 
betwixt the Male and Female Planets of our sublunary Orb, the effects 
whereof may be seen about nine months after, and portend great charges of 


Midwife, Nurse, and Naming the Bantling. 


Tully’s prognostication for December was a verse that opened by 
referring to the feasting that would take place during the Christmas 
season: 


This month the Cooks do very early rise, 


To roast their meat, & make their Christmas pies. 


And it went on to associate this feasting with the social inversion of 
rich and poor. 


Poor men at rich men’s tables their guts forrage 


With roast beef, mince-pies, pudding & plum porridge. 


In prose, Tully added: “This month, Money & Rum will be in great 
request; and he that hath the first shall not need fear wanting the 
latter.”52 


Tue overtHrow Of the Dominion of New England in 1689 put a stop to 
this flurry of popular culture, and it ushered in two decades in 
which there is little in the public record about Christmas. That 
changed in 1711, when the Reverend Cotton Mather of Boston 
recorded some disturbing news in his diary for December 30: “I hear 
of a number of young people of both sexes, belonging, many of 
them, to my flock, who have had on the Christmas-night, this last 
week, a Frolick, a revelling feast, and Ball [i.e., dance]....” The very 
next year Mather denounced the holiday in a sermon, published 
immediately after its delivery under the title Grace Defended. The 
biblical text on which he based his sermon, drawn from the Epistle 
of Jude, showed what was on Mather’s mind: The text he chose was 
an attack on certain early Christians who had deceitfully “crept 
into” the early Christian church, using religion as a cover for sexual 
license, “giving themselves over to fornication’—“ungodly men, 
turning the grace of our God into lasciviousness.” (Mather 
substituted the word “wantonness.”)33 
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Christmas in a New England Almanac. The December page from 
John Tully’s notorious 1688 Boston almanac. Along with weather 
predictions, Tully brazenly (and in capital letters) named Christmas 
and the Anglican saints’ days. (Courtesy, American Antiquarian 
Society) 


Mather returned to the same topic in 1713, in a treatise titled 
Advice from the Watch-Tower. This new treatise cut a broader swath 
than Grace Defended. It dealt with a whole battery of practices that 


were threatening to subvert New England culture from within. The 
treatise ended by presenting “a Black List of some Evil Customes 
which begin to appear among us.” Along with Christmas—and 
gambling with cards and dice— Mather’s “black list” included 
partying on Sunday evenings (and even during the intermission 
between the two Sabbath-day sermons); running horse races on such 
solemn occasions as funerals, training days, and public lectures; 
turning weddings into drunken “revels;” and holding cornhuskings 
that were little more than excuses for “riot.”54 


There was a pattern here: All these practices involved young 
people who were appropriating serious social occasions as 
opportunities for bouts of drinking and sex. (In his section on 
cornhuskings, Mather warned young people: “Let the Night of your 
Pleasure be turned into Fear.”) It was in just such a context— 
positioned between the drinking of toasts and riots at cornhuskings 
—that Mather placed the subject of Christmas. “Christmas-Revels 
begin to be taken up,” he reported, “among some vainer Young 
People here and there in some of our Towns.”35 It was bad enough, 
Mather argued, that Christmas was not divinely ordained, but what 
was “offensive” about it “most of all” was that it was being abused 
just as the weddings and the cornhuskings were abused—an 
occasion on which, as Mather put it, “Abominable Things” were 
done. Clearly, those abominations had mostly to do with sex. 


Mather’s charges are confirmed by demographic data. Social 
historians have discovered that the rate of premarital pregnancies in 
New England began to climb early in the eighteenth century, and 
that by mid-century it had skyrocketed. (In some New England 
towns almost half the first children were born less than seven 
months after their parents’ marriage.) What makes the demographic 
data especially interesting is that this sexual activity had a seasonal 
pattern to it: There was a “bulge” in the number of births in the 
months of September and October—meaning that sexual activity 
peaked during the Christmas season.36 


Misrule in New England Almanacs 


Mather’s charges are also buttressed by—once again—the evidence 
of almanacs. Almanac makers sometimes included monthly verses 
along with aphorisms (in prose or verse) that were interlineated at 
particular dates, along with the astronomical and astrological data, 
and the tides and weather observations. The December page 
sometimes included implicit references (occasionally explicit ones) 
to the Christmas season, and much of this material dealt with food 
and drink. In his notorious 1688 almanac John Tully wrote that in 
December “Money and Rum will be in great request.” But even as 
early as 1682, a Boston almanac written by the thoroughly orthodox 
William Brattle contained a verse for the December page that 
referred to all the drinking that went on during that month (“sack” 
refers to sherry, and “tubs” to kegs): 


This month, ’twill rain such store of sack (each night) 

That any man that tubs doth empty quite, 

And leave abroad [i.e. outdoors], and then the next day view, 
He’ll find them full of pure good sack: It’s true.37 


(In other words, if people drink up all their sherry each day and 
leave the cask outside overnight, the next morning it will be 
magically full.) Brattle’s verse may have referred to a popular belief 
about magical rebirth and renewal at the time of both the solstice 
and Christmas, but what matters more is that he seems to have 
assumed that December was indeed a month of heavy drinking. The 
same double allusion to intoxication and solstice can be found in an 
almanac printed in Boston in 1714, placed by the dates December 
28-31: “By strong Liquor and Play / They turn night into day.” And 
here, from that same almanac, is the verse that heads the month of 
December: 


Strong-Beer Stout Syder and a good fire 
Are things this season doth require. 
Now some with feasts do crown the day, 


Whilst others loose their coyn in play....28 


In 1702 the Boston almanac-maker Samuel Clough reported 
(disapprovingly, to be sure) that December was a time when men of 
the lower orders—“Coasters and Boat-men”—gathered in taverns to 
gossip and drink: 


Some ask a Dram when first come in, 
Others with Flip or Bounce begin; 
Tho’ some do only call for Beer, 


And that i’ th’ morn is but mean chear. 


And in 1729 Nathaniel Whittemore warned simply: “Extravagancies 
bring Sickness.”39 


New England almanacs occasionally addressed the sexual barriers 
that were breached by the license (and the cold temperatures) of the 
Christmas season. Thus in 1749 Nathanael Ames wrote (at 
December 15-17): 


This cold uncomfortable Weather, 


makes Jack and Jill lie close together. 


On a similar note, George Whetens almanac for 1753 noted in a 
quadruple rhyme: “The weather that is cold[,] that makes the maid 
that is old for to scold for the want of a Bed-fellow bold.”40 


But most common of all were the references to interclass eating 
and drinking—the familiar social inversion in which the low 
changed places with the high. At one extreme was John Tully’s 1688 
verse that Christmas was a season when “poor men at rich men’s 
tables their guts forrage.” Another Boston almanac, this one by 
Nathaniel Whittemore for the year 1719, contains an interesting 
piece of advice interlineated at the dates December 18-21. It warns 
householders about a practice we can recognize as another familiar 
element of the wassail ritual (once again, “abroad” means outside): 
“Do not let your Children and Servants run too much abroad at 
Nights.”41 
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A Warning for Late December. Christmas is not named in this 
December page from Nathaniel Whittemores 1719 Boston almanac, 
but between the dates December 18 and 21 can be found, in italics, 
an admonition to householders: “Do not let your Children and 
Servants run too much abroad at Nights.” (Courtesy, American 
Antiquarian Society) 


Several decades later, Nathanael Ames’s almanac for 1746 put at 
the dates December 20-23 a concise but rather cynical description 


of interclass merriment (the words recall the 1679 Salem Village 
wassail, when old John Rowden was visited by four young men who 
came “to call for pots”): 


The Miser and the Sot 
together they have got, 
to drink a Pot.42 


A “Yankee Doodle” Christmas 


Finally, even closer to the center of New England popular culture, 
there is the eighteenth-century song that can almost be regarded as 
the first American national anthem. “Yankee Doodle” was not a 
single song but a variable cluster of verses, all composed in a meter 
that could be sung to a version of the still-familiar tune. What all 
the verses have in common is that they are about backcountry 
manners.43 (Most of these verses are unknown today, but all are 
written in the same meter, the meter of the line Yankee Doodle goes 
to town, riding on his pony.) Several of the verses dealt with sexual 
antics: 


Two and two may go to Bed, 
Two and two together; 
And if there is not room enough, 


Lie one a top o’to’ther.*4 


A number of “Yankee Doodle” verses refer to such seasonal events 
as election day or cornhusking (a “frolic” at which “[t]hey’ll be 
some as drunk as sots”).45 One of these seasonal verses is about 
Christmas. “Christmas is a coming Boys,” the verse begins: 


Christmas is a coming Boys, 
We'll go to Mother Chase’s, 
And there we’ll get a sugar dram [i.e., rum] 


Sweetened with Mélasses. 


And the verse continues by shifting from alcohol to sex: 


Heigh Ho for our Cape Cod, 
Heigh ho Nantasket, 
Do not let the Boston wags 


Feel your Oyster Basket.*© 


Cotton Mather himself could not have stated the issue more 
tellingly. 


Curisrmas Enters rae Cutrurat Mainstream, 1730-1800 


A Temperate Christmas 


Christmas was becoming respectable, too. Even orthodox 
Congregationalists were beginning to concede that the observance of 
Christmas would be rendered less obnoxious if the holiday were 
celebrated with piety and moderation, purged of its seasonal 
excesses. The first New England clergyman to make such a 
concession, at least implicitly, may have been Cotton Mather 
himself. In his 1712 anti-Christmas sermon Mather paid only token 
attention to the purely theological arguments against the holiday— 
that it was man-made and not divinely ordained.*” “I do not now 
dispute,” Mather said, “whether People do well to Observe such an 
Uninstituted Festival at all, or no.” And he continued with a statement 
that shows how far he had moved from a position of strident 
Puritanism: “Good Men may love one another, and may treat one 
another with a most Candid Charity, while he that Regardeth a Day, 
Regardeth it unto the Lord, and he that Regardeth not the Day, also 
shows his Regard unto the Lord, in his not Regarding of it...”48 In 
other words, live and let live: On the issue of observing Christmas, 
there was room for legitimate differences among people of goodwill. 


What Mather went on to emphasize was the manner in which 
Christmas was commonly observed—as a time of drunken revels and 
lascivious behavior. (That was “a thing, that there can be no doubt 
about.”) Cotton Mather’s father, Increase, would have readily agreed 


with his son’s angry warning about the bad things that went on at 
Christmas. But he would never have gone along with Cotton 
Mather’s idea that it was possible for good Christians to differ in 
“candid charity” about observing the holiday at all. For Increase 
Mather, as for other seventeenth-century Puritans, the licentious 
fashion in which Christmas was commonly practiced was just an 
intrinsic expression of its non-Christian origin as a seasonal 
celebration; the holiday was “riotous” at its very core. For Cotton 
Mather, writing a generation later in the early eighteenth century, 
the essence of the holiday could be distinguished, at least in 
principle, from its historical origins and the ordinary manner of its 
celebration. 


From a modern perspective, the difference between Mather pere 
and Mather fils may seem trivial. The young people whom Cotton 
Mather addressed in 1712 may not have noticed the difference 
themselves. But it mattered nonetheless. Cotton Mathers concession, 
small as it was, left little room to contest the legitimacy of any 
movement that managed to purify Christmas of its seasonal 
excesses. And such a movement was not long in coming about. 


Signs of change began to emerge in about 1730. Once again, some 
of the best evidence comes from almanacs. In 1733 James Franklin 
printed the following couplet on his almanac’s December page: 
“Now drink good Liquor, but not so, / That thou canst neither stand 
nor go.” Of course, the most famous of all eighteenth-century 
American almanac-makers was James Franklins younger brother 
Benjamin. Raised in New England (and trained as a printer by 
James), Benjamin Franklin became the century’s preeminent 
exponent of moderation, sobriety, and self-control. In 1734, in the 
second number of his almanac, Poor Richard, Franklin applied that 
philosophy to the Christmas season. The December verse, written in 
the voice of “Poor” Richard Saunders’s wife, Bridget, chastised a 
husband who “for sake of Drink neglects his Trade, / And spends 
each Night in Taverns till ’tis late.” But on the same page, in an 
interlineation placed at the dates December 23-29, Franklin made it 
clear enough (in a rhymed but characteristically Franklinesque piece 


of advice) that he was no hater of Christmas: “If you wou’d have 
Guests merry with your Cheer, / Be so yourself, or so at least 
appear.” And similarly in 1739: “O blessed Season! lov’d by Saints 
and Sinners, / For long Devotions, or for longer Dinners.”*9 


The emphasis on temperate mirth intensified at mid-century, when 
Nathanael Ames (New England’s most popular almanac-maker) 
began to mix calls for charity and cheer with admonitions against 
excess. In 1752 Ames offered his first warning: “Bad times, Dull- 
Drink and clouded Minds make heavy, listless, idle bodies.” And in 
the 1760s similar warnings came thick and fast. Ames’s verse for 
December 1760 was a warning against getting drunk. His 1761 
almanac included a similar piece of advice: “The temperate man 
enjoys the most delight, / For riot dulls and palls the appetite.” And 
in 1763: “The temperate Man nor ever over feeds / His cramm’d 
Desires with more than Nature needs.” In 1764 dietary strictures 
actually took over Ames’s entire almanac, constituting the subject 
matter for the accompanying material in all twelve months of the 
year.°0 


What Benjamin Franklin and Nathanael Ames were calling for was 
a Christmas that combined mirth and moderation. Both of these 
men were shopkeepers—versatile, thrifty, and self-made.5! What 
they were trying to do was actually similar to what the Puritans had 
done a century earlier: to restructure people’s work habits by having 
them do away with periodic binges. But unlike the Puritans, their 
strategy did not entail the elimination of Christmas. Instead, they 
were spreading the idea—a new idea—that Christmas could be a 
time of cheer without also being a time of excess. 


Christmas in the Household of Martha Ballard, 1785-1811 


The single best personal account of what such a “moderate” 
Christmas season may have been like can be found in the diary of 
Martha Ballard, the Maine midwife whose social world has been 
painstakingly and brilliantly reconstructed by the historian Laurel 
Thatcher Ulrich. For twenty-six years, between the ages of 50 and 


76, Martha Ballard recorded her daily activities as wife, mother, 
midwife, and resident of the Maine community of Hallowell. During 
the twenty-six years between 1785 and 1811, Ballard chose seven 
times in her diary to name December 25 as Christmas. In six other 
years, she had reason to omit such a reference: She was occupied in 
delivering someone’s baby; December 25 was just another working 
day for her. 


But Martha Ballard’s diary also makes it clear that December 25 
was just another working day in any case, even when she was not 
delivering babies—and even when she named the day as Christmas. 
In 1788, for example, Martha’s husband, Ephraim, was away from 
home on business; Martha herself stayed home, finishing “a pair of 
Stockins” for one of her daughters. In 1807 (“it is Chrismas day”), 
she noted laconically, “I have done a fortnit’s wash.” And on 
December 25, 1811, the final Christmas of her life, the 76-year-old 
woman reported simply: “I have done hous wk Se knit Some.”52 


The younger generation in Hallowell observed Christmas more 
actively than Martha Ballard herself did. In 1801 Martha reported 
nothing special for herself on December 25, but she wrote that her 
two unmarried children celebrated the day in the company of two 
members of the opposite sex: “Ephm & Patty kept Christmas at Son 
Lambards, his partnr [was] Polly Farewell [and] hers [was] 
Cyrus.”53 (Sure enough, a couple of years later Ephraim Ballard, Jr. 
and Polly Farwell got married.) Some years earlier, two of the 
Ballards’ young live-in servants likewise took Christmas as an 
opportunity for courtship: On December 23, 1794, “Dolly & Sally 
went to a daunce [dance] at mr Capins, were atended by a mr 
Lambart and White.” (The previous day they had prepared for this 
event by purchasing at the local shop “a pair Shoes & other things.”) 
But Martha Ballard quickly reasserted her control over this 
frolicsome pair: On Christmas Day itself, she reported, “Dolly & 
Sally have washt, Scourd my puter & washt the Kitchen.”54 

Christmas may have been a time of work for Martha Ballard, but 
what is equally striking is how often that work involved the 
preparation of special meals for the season. It is on this very point 


that her diary is most revealing. On December 24, 1788: “Dan’l 
Bolton & his wife Dined here, we made some mins Pies.” Three 
years later, Ballard spent the entire week from December 21 to 
December 27 staying at the home of one Mrs. Lithgow, a young 
woman who was waiting to deliver her first baby (which would be 
born on Christmas Day itself). But on December 23, the pregnant 
woman and her midwife turned to other tasks: “I helped mrs 
Lithgow make Cake & Pies....” On December 31, 1802, New Year’s 
Eve, Martha was at home and “made pumpkin and apple pies.” A 
year later she recorded that her son Jonathan (together with his 
wife, Sally, and their six children) dined at their parents’ house on 
“puding and roast spare rib.”95 


On two occasions Martha Ballard actually went shopping for her 
New Year’s dinner, and she recorded her purchases in such detail as 
to make it clear that she was planning to cook a special holiday 
meal. On December 31, 1791, she shopped in three places and came 
home with what are unmistakably the ingredients for special cakes 
and pies: almost ten pounds of sugar, one pound of raisins, a pound 
of ginger, “2 half muggs,” and a pint and a half of rum. And in 1808 
Ballard reported on December 28 that her husband went shopping 
for almost the same ingredients: “[M]r. Ballard went to the 
Settlement, brot home 1 gl’n Molases, % [gallon] N E rhum, 4% do 
Ginger, % lb Allspice, a bottle of Slolens Elxr.” Ballard spent the next 
two days cooking with what were almost certainly these very items: 
“I Bakt mins pies” on December 29; and on December 30: “I have 
Bakt Mins and Apple Pies....” (On New Year’s Day she reported, 
“Sons Jona, Ephm & wife Supt with us ... at home. Childn here....”)5® 
We can probably assume that the family consumed at least part of 
what Ballard—she was then in her mid-seventies—had spent the 
previous two days preparing for them. 


During Martha Ballard’s old age, such feasts may have been 
occasions of reconciliation within this family (as Laurel Ulrich has 
shown, the Ballards had gone through a period of intergenerational 
alienation and conflict). It appears that in the last five years of their 
mother’s life, Martha’s children began to bring her New Year’s 


presents—presents that invariably took the form of special food for 
the dinners in which they themselves partook. It was in 1807 that 
this ritual seems to have taken place for the first time: “Son Ephm 
made us a present of i2% lb Beef, Son Town [a present] of a fine 
Goos & 2 wings; they both sleep here [in other words, they stayed to 
eat].”57 A year later the ritual was repeated, and this time Martha 
concluded her entry for the day with a clear expression of her own 
reaction: “Jan. 1, 1808: Son Lambard Conducted his wife and Henry 
to See me ... they made me a present of a Loin of muttun, Some 
Sugar, Butter and Bread. Son Ephms wife Came here, Jona[than’]s 
wife also. She brot me 2 Pumkin pies. O happy has this year began 
and So may it proceead....”58 On at least one occasion during this 
period, Martha appears to have reciprocated. On December 23, 
1808, she “bak’t apple & Squash pies & brown bread,” and sent a 
couple of the pies to one of her daughters, along with “a Stake of 
fresh Pork.”59 


What Martha Ballard’s entries make strikingly clear is that for the 
Ballard family the celebration of the Christmas season was deeply 
embedded in the normal rhythms of seasonal activity. In any 
traditional rural society, late December was ordinarily the time 
when animals were slaughtered, when there was food and drink 
aplenty and (for men, at least) the opportunity to relax after the 
labors of the harvest. Martha Ballard and her neighbors might very 
well have been baking “mins pies” at this time even if there were no 
special holidays to mark the occasion. A supply of mince pies, if 
properly stored, would last through much of the winter. Even the 
“presents” (of food) that her children brought her after 1806 were 
part of a normal, ongoing exchange of goods and services that 
characterized life in communities of this sort. 


There was nothing about those presents that marked any real 
departure from the ordinary dynamics of life in Hallowell. Above 
all, the presents were not intrinsically commercial. The goose, beef, 
and mutton, the bread and butter, the pumpkin pies—these were 
nothing more than the things that Hallowell families raised or 
produced in the normal course of events. Only the special 


ingredients that went into making cakes and pies—the sugar, ginger, 
allspice, and rum—involved a commercial transaction. But this 
suggests only that Martha Ballard’s Hallowell community had links 
to the broader Atlantic world and was not some isolated backwater 
whose economy operated at a level of subsistence production. 


The Transformation of New England Almanacs and Hymnals 


Martha Ballard’s diary records a single present of a commercial 
nature. On December 29, 1796, she noted that “Daniel Livermore 
made a present of an Almanack to my Son Cyrus.”69 We cannot 
know what prompted Livermore to make such a gift, or just which 
almanac he chose (there were many), but of one thing we can be 
sure: The almanac would have noted that December 25 was 
Christmas. 


There is a story here. As far back as the seventeenth century, and 
even among devout Puritans, there had never been complete 
unanimity about the need to deny that Christmas could be an 
occasion for legitimate religious observance. In England, in 1629, no 
less prominent a Puritan than John Milton wrote a Christmas poem, 
“On the Morning of Christ’s Nativity.” The poem began by 
announcing (almost defiantly, given the political context in which it 
appeared), “This is the month, and this the happy morn....”6! In 
Boston itself, on December 18, 1664, the young minister Increase 
Mather felt it necessary to deliver a sermon reinforcing the colony’s 
official policy. The day after Mather delivered it, he was confronted 
by three of the wealthiest members of his own church, who 
demanded that he discuss the subject further with them. In his diary 
Mather recorded the argument with tantalizing brevity: “Discoursed 
much about Christmas, I Con, they Pro.”62 


Such evidence is scarce. But there is another kind of record that is 
much easier to come by and has broad implications—once again, 
the printed almanac. As we have seen, seventeenth-century 
almanacs were purged of all the traditional red-letter days that 
marked the seasonal calendar in English society (except, of course, 


for the countercultural almanacs that John Tully produced in the 
period of direct English rule from 1687 to 1689). 


But there was a pair of exceptions to the ordinary rule. In the 
almanac for 1669, quietly placed at this date, in small italic letters, 
can be found the Latin phrase “Christus Natus” [i.e., Christ born]. 
And exactly ten years later, the 1679 almanac indicated, in English, 
“Our Saviorborn.”63 


These two almanacs, like every book published in New England 
during the period, were printed on a press owned by Harvard 
College. The authorities must have noticed the insertions and 
allowed them to be made. A small notation in an almanac or diary 
may not seem very important today. But in the context of 
seventeenth-century New England, this gesture would have been 
charged with meaning. It was such small things that signaled to 
contemporaries the shifting lines between what was open for public 
debate and what was not. 


Those lines shifted more clearly after 1700. During the 1710s, 
several almanacs named Christmas (one of them written by Edward 
Holyoke, a future president of Harvard). And in the 1720s James 
Franklin published several more.* 64 By 1730 the hegemony of the 
government of Massachusetts in the matter of almanacs was fading. 
From that point on, the dominant role in determining whether the 
holiday was named was played not by official preferences but by the 
forces of the market, in concert with the personal predilections of 
individual almanac-makers. Before 1730 or so, it was not wholly 
safe to publish an almanac that named Christmas or the Anglican 
saints’ days. After 1730, it was safe. Over the next thirty years, some 
writers chose to name Christmas in their almanacs, and others chose 
not to. 


But after 1760 it was exceptional not to name Christmas. The last 
major holdout, Nathanael Ames, named Christmas in 1760, and 
when he did so he added an explicit religious verse (“This is a Time 
for Joy and Mirth / When we consider our Saviour’s Birth”). Ames 
went further still that year: He incorporated all the saints’ days in 
the Anglican Church calendar. It was a major change, and the 


newspaper advertisements for the 1760 Ames almanac made a point 
of noting that it contained, “besides what is usual, The Feasts and 
Fasts of the Church of England.”©5 The year 1760 was also when 
Ames began his systematic campaign—described earlier—to take 
the gorging and drunkenness out of the Christmas holiday. The 
timing of Ames’ decision to name Christmas thus provides still 
another indication that the holiday became accepted into 
mainstream New England culture only as it was purged of seasonal 
eXcess. 


The change is confirmed by the experience of Connecticut 
almanac-maker Roger Sherman. Sherman published a series of 
almanacs from 1750 to 1761. Every one of these almanacs listed 
Christmas and the saints’ days. But in 1758 Sherman felt obliged to 
publicly defend his practice. He had learned, as he wrote in the 
preface to that year’s almanac, “that some good People in the 
Country, dislike my Almanack, because the observable Days of the 
Church of England are inserted in it.” Sherman, a good 
Congregationalist, denied that he had Anglican leanings. He insisted 
that his almanac was not intended as an expression of personal 
belief; rather, “my Design in this Performance is to serve the 
Publick.” Everybody was free to observe such days or not, and no 
harm would be done as long as the physical space in the almanac 
taken up by naming the red-letter days “does not crowd out any 
Thing that might be more serviceable.”6® 


Sherman’s words concealed his real point. After all, the “good 
People in the Country” who “disliked” the practice were themselves 
members of the “Publick.” What Sherman was really alluding to was 
not religious freedom but market demand. His words suggest that 
the old Puritan preference for a “reformed” almanac remained just 
important enough to warrant a rhetorical response, just as his actual 
practice reveals that such an old-fashioned preference was no longer 
widespread enough to require anything but a rhetorical response. 
“Reformed” almanacs were still being published in 1758, but only 
four years later they would be gone, gone for good. By the 1760s 
the naming of Christmas and the saints’ days seems to have offended 


such a small group that it would not pay to produce even a single 
almanac for them. The Puritan buying market seems simply to have 
evaporated. 


Wuart was true of almanacs was equally true of another immensely 
popular form of culture in early New England, the hymnal. During 
the seventeenth and well into the eighteenth century, most New 
England congregations used the so-called Bay Psalm Book, a rhymed 
version of the Old Testament Psalms, with additional hymns taken 
from various biblical sources (this was the first book published in 
New England). None of these hymns dealt with the Christmas story. 


But by the 1750s the Bay Psalm Book had largely been replaced in 
New England churches by a pair of new verse translations of the 
Psalms, both of which contained Christmas hymns. The first of these 
had been written late in the seventeenth century by the English 
poets Nicholas Brady and Nahum Tate. (Tate was then England’s 
poet laureate; he is best known today as the librettist of Henry 
Purcell’s opera Dido and Aeneas.)®7 Brady and Tate’s New Version of 
the Psalms contained a hymn that told the story of the Nativity. 
(Written by Nahum Tate, this hymn is still popular today. It begins 
with the lines “While Shepards watch’d their Flocks by Night, / All 
seated on the Ground, / The Angel of the Lord came down / and 
Glory shone around.”) The New Version was first printed in Boston 
in 1713. It was reprinted three times between 1720 and 1740, and 
some forty times more between 1754 and 1775.68 


The other version of rhymed psalms and hymns that replaced the 
old Bay Psalm Book was written by the great English hymnist and 
religious poet Isaac Watts (1674-1748). Watts published not one but 
two Christmas hymns; both (like Tate’s) were rhapsodic accounts of 
the Nativity. Each was called “The Nativity of Christ,” and each 
placed the Nativity “today”—which would have made the hymns 
almost impossible to sing at any time other than the Christmas 
season.©? Watts’s religious verse became the steadiest of what David 
Hall has termed “steady sellers.” One New Englander who grew up 


toward the end of the century later recalled that as a youth “I could 
recite Watts’ version of the Psalms from beginning to end, together 
with many of his Hymns and Lyric Poems.”70 


After 1762 no Congregationalist hymnal published in New 
England failed to include a hymn for Christmas. What makes the 
change especially suggestive, of course, is the way it parallels the 
transformation of New England almanacs. In both cases, Christmas 
was hardly to be found before 1720; after 1760 it could not be 
avoided. 


THESE HYMNALS Were printed with texts only, and they could be sung to 
any tune that fit the meter. In fact, the earliest religious music to be 
printed in New England first appeared in 1698. Thereafter a familiar 
pattern emerged. In the first half of the eighteenth century, none of 
the religious “tune books” published in New England had texts that 
referred to the Nativity. But in 1760 (that year, again!) a tune book 
published in Boston included the music and words to a “Hymn on 
the Nativity,” composed by Englishman William Knapp to the 
familiar text of Nahum Tate. Other Christmas music composed by 
Englishmen appeared throughout the decade. In all, during the 
1760s nine different Christmas songs were published in New 
England.71 


Beginning in 1770, a new set of Christmas songs began to appear 
—songs written by native New England composers. The most 
famous of these Yankee composers, William Billings of Boston, 
composed Christmas music for each of the tune books he published 
between 1770 and 1794; there were eight such Christmas pieces in 
all, several of them extended contrapuntal “anthems.””2 Three of 
these pieces (and part of a fourth) were settings for the hymns by 
Isaac Watts and Nahum Tate. The texts of the others were written by 
Billings himself. 


William Billings, “An Hymn for Christmas” 1770). The first of 
Billings’s eight Christmas pieces. The words, taken from Nahum 
Tate’s hymn “While Shepherds Watched Their Flocks by Night,” are 
indicated only by the opening phrase of each line—perhaps the 
singers were already acquainted with the text. The hymn’s subtitle, 
“Charlston” (i.e., Charlestown), probably names the congregation 
for which Billings first wrote the piece. (Courtesy, American 
Antiquarian Society) 


Billings was hardly alone. All told, during the last two decades of 
the eighteenth century, seven different New England composers 
published original Christmas music. And Christmas pieces by 
English composers continued to be routinely included in the 
anthologies of sacred music that appeared with accelerated 
frequency in the 1780s and ’90s. One of the most important of the 
new tune books, Isaiah Thomas’s 1786 Worcester Collection of Sacred 
Harmony, even contained the “Hallelujah Chorus” from Handels 
Messiah! And another composer, Daniel Read, published an 
unattributed arrangement of a second chorus from Messiah, “Glory 
to God in the Highest,” together with his own version of the several 


recitatives that precede this chorus (beginning with “There were 
angels abiding in the fields”).73 Between 1760 and 1799 at least 
thirty different Christmas songs were published in New England. It 
is safe to say that the decades after 1760 saw a veritable explosion 
of Christmas music in the region. 


A Devotional Christmas 


Beginning in about the middle of the eighteenth century, even some 
orthodox Congregationalist ministers began to confess their desire to 
observe Christmas, along with their regret that it carried too much 
unacceptable baggage, social as well as theological. (Their 
ambivalence is similar to the feelings about this holiday experienced 
by many contemporary American Jews.) One of these ministers, the 
Reverend Ezra Stiles, reflected on the quandary that would be faced 
over the coming years by an increasing number of Congregationalist 
clergymen (Ezra Stiles himself would later become president of 
Yale). On December 25, 1776, Stiles confided to his diary: 


This day the nativity of our blessed Savior is celebrated through three 
quarters of Christendom ...; but the true day is unknown. On any day I can 
readily join with my fellow Christians in giving thanks to God for his 
unspeakable gift, and rejoice with them in the birth of a Savior. Tho’ [i.e., if] 
it had been the will of Christ that the anniversary of his birth should have 


been celebrated, he would at least let us have known the day....74 


In 1778 Stiles specified the nature of his own reservations: 
“Without superstition for the day I desire to unite with all Christians 
in celebrating the incarnation of the divine Emmanuel.”75 In fact, as 
president of Yale, Stiles permitted his students to attend Christmas 
service (as Edward Holyoke had done at Harvard a generation 
earlier).76 


Ezra Stiles was a theological liberal. But there were several more 
conservative Congregational ministers who left records of their 
attraction to Christmas in their private diaries. The Reverend 
Ebenezer Parkman of Westborough, Massachusetts, was one of 


these. For twenty years Parkman had been going about his ordinary 
business each December 25; he had even been chiding his neighbors 
for attending Christmas services in a nearby Episcopal Church. But 
suddenly, in 1747, Parkman revealed that he himself was tempted 
to join them: “God grant that I and mine may be happy partakers 
this Day with all those who Sincerely celebrate the Nativity of Jesus 
Christ!” Eight years later, in 1755, Parkman expanded on his earlier 
entry: He wrote that he had once again “had some serious Thoughts 
on the Day, as kept by many in Commemoration of our Lords 
Nativity.” And he expressed the “desire to be one with all of them 
that are one with Christ, and who avoid the Superstitions and Excesses 
of this Day, and Serve the Lord in sincerity [italics added].” The 
caveat was crucial: Like Ezra Stiles, Ebenezer Parkman wished to 
celebrate Christmas with those people who did so “in sincerity,” not 
with those who did so with “Superstitions and Excesses.”77 


The Reverend David Hall was minister to the central 
Massachusetts community of Sutton for sixty years, from 1729 until 
his death in 1789. Born in 1704, Hall was a “New Light,” an 
evangelical supporter of the Great Awakening during the 1740s. 
Hall began to keep a diary in 1740, but it was not until 1749 that he 
chose to refer to Christmas. When he did so, it was with enthusiasm: 
“(T]his day, as tis apprehended, the Saviour was born[,] w[hic]h 
was to be glad tidings of Great Joy to all people.... Pll join to sing a 
Saviours love for there’s a Saviour Born.” And he added, in a further 
indication of what it was that really worried all these New England 
ministers, “Would to God more notice was taken of the day in a 
suitable manner [italics added].”78 


In a suitable manner... Without superstition ... The excesses of this 
day ... We should not assume that these were merely the prim 
phrasings of unworldly clergymen. Consider a little episode that 
took place on the night of December 22, 1794, in the rural western 
Massachusetts town of Deerfield (now the site of Historic Deerfield). 
It is the kind of incident that rarely leaves any mark in the written 
record. We know about this one only because it appeared in the 
account book of a disgruntled local shopkeeper, John Birge by 


name. What Birge reported was a charivari of sorts. “Just before two 
of the Clock in the morning,” he wrote, “my house was assaulted by 
sum Nightwalkers—or rather blockheads.” These  wassailers 
demanded entry: They “assaulted the house very bould by knocking 
or pounding as if they meant to force the house.” When Birge 
refused to let them in, the intruders shattered one of his 
windowpanes “all to slivers.” They may even have broken in and 
carried something away—the shop sold foodstuffs and clothing— 
because Birge ended his account with the comment, “I cannot see 
why it was much better than Burglary.”79 


Wrat vors it all add up to? The answer must be that when Christmas 
returned to New England in the second half of the eighteenth 
century, it was embraced by different groups with different cultural 
agendas. Then as now, there was no single “Christmas.” For some it 
was probably little more than the name for a day in the year. For 
others it was a time of pious devotion, devotion that could range all 
the way from mirthful joy in the Savior’s birth to angst over 
personal failings, and from stately prayers to ecstatic hymns. For 
others still it was a time of feasting—accompanied or not by a 
supply of alcohol. Finally, Christmas might mean misrule and 
carnival, in which alcohol could lead to sexual liberties, social 
inversion, or even violence. 


But not one of these ways of celebrating Christmas bore much 
resemblance to the holiday that most of us know today. All of them 
were public rituals, not private celebrations; civic events, not 
domestic ones. In none of them would we have found the familiar 
intimate family gathering or the giving of Christmas presents to 
expectant children. Nowhere would we have found Christmas trees; 
no reindeer, no Santa Claus. Christmas in late-eighteenth-century 
New England—or anywhere else—was not centered around the 
family or on children or giving presents. It was neither a domestic 
holiday nor a commercial one. 


From House or Ate to Houses or Gon: Curistmas in Boston, 1750-1820 


The House of Ale: A Masonic Holiday 


Nowhere is the variety of forms in which New Englanders 
celebrated Christmas, and their occasional intersection or even 
conflict, better revealed than in the region’s major urban center, the 
town of Boston. We have already encountered Christmas in 
eighteenth-century Boston, in the 1711 Christmas “frolic” that 
moved Cotton Mather to deliver his sermon “Grace Defended.” Mid- 
century Bostonians witnessed a far more open display of Christmas 
revelry, performed by some of the town’s most prosperous 
merchants and tradesmen. These were the members of the Boston 
lodge of Freemasons. The Masonic lodge had been organized in 
1730, and it held a festive banquet each 27th of December, the 
name-day of St. John the Evangelist. 


As it happens, the lodge’s 1749 banquet was described by one of 
the participants in a long and comic poem published several weeks 
after the event. (The poem constitutes the sole extant record of any 
of these Masonic festivities.) It begins by promising to “regale” its 
readers “with a diverting christmas tale.” 


The “tale” went like this. First, the Freemasons assembled at a 
tavern, then they attended a church service, and finally they 
marched back to the tavern in a formal procession that gathered 
along its route an “aprond throng” of curious workingmen. It was 
the eating and drinking that formed the center of the story, and it 
was this that bound the masons together in mutual brotherhood. As 
the poet put it (in what amounts to a stunning parody of both 
Masonic culture and Puritan social theory, with its insistence on the 
need for mutual love): 


’Tis Love, pure Love cements the whole. 
Love—of the BOTTLE and the BowL. 


The interval of religious service (“Masons at church! ... / Such 
folk as never did appear / So overfond of coming there”) is treated 
simply as an ironic interlude, showing “how they came 


To house of God from house of ale 
And how the parson told his tale: 
How they return’d, in manner odd, 


To house of ale from house of God. 


Even the clergyman who preached on this occasion (“told his 
tale”) acknowledged that it was the feast, and not the sermon, that 
made up “the weightier business of the day.” His “sermon” is 
reported in aphoristic verse modeled on that of the English poet 
Alexander Pope: 


For eating solid sense affords, 
Whilst nonsense lurks in many words. 
Doubting does oft arise from thinking, 


But truth is only found in drinking. 


This having said, the reverend vicar 


Dismiss’d them to their food and liquor.®° 


These verses are funny today (and would have been shocking in 
1749) for their deliberate juxtaposition of the sacred and the 
profane. And the event they described must have made for quite a 
scene in mid-eighteenth-century Boston. But in the context of older 
Christmas traditions one point stands out: The Freemasons’ banquet 
was limited to the lodge members themselves, all of whom were 
prosperous men. The “aprond throng” that collected on the streets 
to watch the procession was not invited to participate in the feast 
itself. Even so, it may have been part of the ritual. The British 
historian E. P. Thompson has argued that in England, too, the 
eighteenth-century elite no longer performed the _ requisite 
paternalist rituals of the season, but Thompson adds suggestively 
that the English elite still continued to “perform” in front of the 
poor, in a kind of disdainful “theater of the streets.”81 That may 


have been what the Boston Freemasons were doing when they chose 
to march to their feast in a formal procession. The poet even 
suggests that the “apron’d throng” put on something of a 
performance of its own in response to the march—“shouldering 
close,” they managed to “close, press, stink, and shove” around the 
marchers.” In an aside, the poet reveals that the Grand Master of the 
lodge, a wealthy Boston merchant, decided not to attend the 
banquet—ostensibly because he had caught a cold, but in fact 
because he had foreseen “that the jobb/Would from all parts collect 
the mob.”82 An interesting reason: Could it be that the Grand Master 
was not wholly comfortable with the implications of this 
performance? 


Carriers’ Addresses: Wassailing in the Streets 


It is difficult to know how the poorest residents of eighteenth- 
century Boston observed the Christmas season. But the limited 
evidence that does exist suggests a reemergence of Christmas 
misrule, reminiscent of what was happening in European cities. In 
its more innocent form this involved a ritual that is still with us 
today: giving Christmas tips to the paper carrier. Newspapers were 
delivered door to door in eighteenth-century Boston. During the 
Christmas season these newspaper carriers expected a tip. Unlike 
their modern successors, the colonial carriers were not members of 
prosperous families who took on a paper route to earn a little extra 
spending money; they were the sons (very likely the teenage sons) 
of the poor. 


By the 1760s these Boston carriers were going on their begging 
rounds armed with little printed verses that they presented in turn 
to each of their patrons. Such “carriers’ addresses” were usually 
written and printed by the editor of the newspaper and distributed 
on or about New Year’s Day. (The custom originated in Philadelphia 
during the 1730s and had been picked up in Boston by 1760.) But 
there were at least four Boston carriers’ verses (printed between 
1764 and 1784) that referred to Christmas as well as New Year’s. 


The 1764 verses in the Boston Evening Post, for example, was headed 
“The News-Boy’s Christmas and New Year’s Verses.” It begins: 


The Boy who Weekly Pads the Streets, 
With all the freshest News he meets, 


His Mistresses and Masters greets. 


tad w yar an 
- Bolton, Jeouary 1, 1771 


a. 


Christmas Begging Broadside. This Boston “Carrier’s Address” was 
delivered during the 1770 Christmas season. The final verse asks 
patrons to bestow a “few shillings on your lad.” Similar broadside 
pleas were used by other “plebeian” residents of Boston. One, dating 
from the mid-1760s, was from a blacksmith’s apprentice: “This is 


unto all Gentlemen who shoes [sic] here, / I wish you a merry 
Christmas, a happy New Year: / For shoeing your Horses, and 
trimming their Locks, / Please to remember my New- Years Box.” 
(Courtesy, American Antiquarian Society) 


And it goes on: 


Christmas and New-Year, Days of Joy, 
The Harvest of your Carrier Boy, 


He hopes you’ll not his Hopes destroy.... 


[That] His generous Patrons may inspire, 
By filling up his Pockets higher!83 


Three other carriers’ addresses wished their recipients “a Merry 
Christmas and a Happy New Year,” and asked, respectively, for a 
“few shillings,” “some pence,” and a “lib’ral hand.” 


To be sure, this ritual was a far cry from the boisterous begging 
we have encountered in European popular culture (and will 
reencounter shortly in Boston itself). The paper carrier approached 
his patrons individually, not as part of a gang. As far as we know, he 
did not demand entry into his patrons’ houses or threaten damage if 
refused a gift. Above all, the verses that the carrier handed to his 
patrons were written by his employer. This was a ritual that was 
largely controlled and regulated from above—and perhaps that was 
its point. Nevertheless, it was a form of door-to-door begging, in 
which poor and youthful clients approached older and more 
prosperous patrons. It involved the exchange of gifts for expressions 
of goodwill, and the exchange was mediated by a “performance”— 
the token gift of a verse that expressed the essence of the exchange. 
The ritual’s roots in wassailing are clear, and they were probably in 
the back of the participants’ own minds. (And if the newsboy was 
not tipped, he was always capable, like his modern descendants, of 
leaving water-soaked newspapers at his patrons’ doors.) 


The An ticks: Mumming in the Houses 


As begging goes, the “Carriers’ Addresses” may have been pretty 
tame stuff. But that is not to say that other forms of begging, more 
aggressive or threatening, did not take place. Evidence of such 
activity is hard to come by. Generally, the only public disorders 
reported by eighteenth-century Boston newspapers were those 
occasional crowd actions that had serious and overt political 
meaning (such as the Stamp Act riots of 1765). Episodes of a more 
ordinary nature—including the less politicized rituals of the 
Christmas season—did not make it into print. 


With one vivid exception. Several sources, taken together, make it 
clear that a tradition of aggressive Christmas mumming (a variety of 
wassail) was practiced by some of Boston’s poorer inhabitants over a 
period of at least thirty years, beginning no later than the early 
1760s and continuing at least into the mid-1790s. These groups 
called themselves the Anticks, masked troupes who demanded (or 
forced) entry into the houses of respectable Bostonians at Christmas. 
Once inside, they engaged in a dramatic “performance” and 
demanded gifts of money in return. 


The first piece of evidence of the existence of the Anticks is 
sketchy, taking the form of an oral report given to a folklorist late in 
the nineteenth century by a man whose mother—born in about 
1752—had told it to him.84 It serves chiefly to date the origin of the 
Anticks at least as far back as 1760 or so. The second report, too, is 
from the later recollection of a Bostonian who recalled their visits 
from the years of his childhood. But his is a detailed account of the 
Anticks’ actual “performance.” The man, Samuel Breck, belonged to 
a very wealthy family. He was born in 1770 and lived in a mansion 
in central Boston during the years when the Anticks paid their 
holiday visits (his recollections presumably date from the years 
around 1780). Breck recalled the Anticks as “a set of the lowest 
blackguards” who were “disguised in filthy clothes and ofttimes 
with masked faces.” They “went from house to house in large 
companies, and bon gre, mal gre, obtruding themselves everywhere, 


particularly into the rooms that were occupied by parties of ladies 
and gentlemen.” There they “would demean themselves with great 
insolence.” 


Breck’s account makes it amply clear that the Anticks were indeed 
Christmas mummers, and that they would actually perform an old 
mummer’s play, “St. George and the Dragon”: 


I have seen them at my father’s, when his assembled friends were at cards, 
take possession of a table, seat themselves on rich furniture and proceed to 
handle the cards, to the great annoyance of the company. The only way to get 
rid of them was to give them money, and listen patiendy to a foolish dialogue 
between two or more of them. One of them would cry out, “Ladies and 
gentlemen sitting by the fire, put your hands in your pockets and give us our 
desire.” When this was done and they had received some money, a kind of 
acting took place. One fellow was knocked down, and lay sprawling on the 


carpet, while another bellowed out, 


“See, there he lies, 
But ere he dies 
A doctor must be had.” 


He calls for a doctor, who soon appears, and enacts the part so well that 


the wounded man revives.85 


This often went on for half an hour. Breck remembered that even 
after the men finally left, “the house would be filled with another 
gang.” (Apparently there were multiple bands of Anticks.) Breck 
concluded by recalling an especially significant cultural point, that 
the victims of such visitations did not feel entitled to expel the 
Anticks from their houses: “Custom had licensed these vagabonds to 
enter even by force any place they chose.” (“What should we say to 
such intruders now?” Breck asked rhetorically in the very different 
culture of his old age. “Our manners would not brook such usage a 
moment.”) 


The third and final report about the Boston Anticks reveals that at 
the century’s end the customary “license” to which Breck referred 
was coming under challenge. This third report, dating from 1793, is 


firsthand evidence. On December 20, 1793, a Boston newspaper 
printed an anonymous letter to the Boston Police Inspector, warning 
of the Anticks’ imminent annual appearance and demanding that 
something be done to stop them. The letter specified in outraged 
detail the threat these mummers posed to respectable Bostonians: 


The disadvantages, interruptions, and injuries which the inhabitants sustain 
from these gangs, are too many for enumeration, a few only must suffice. 
When different clubs of them meet in the street, noise and fighting 
immediately commences. Their demands for entrance in house, are insolent 
and clamourous; and should the peaceful citizen (not choosing to have the 
tranquillity of his family interrupted) persevere in refusing them admittance, 
his windows are broke, or the latches and knockers wrenched from his door 
as the penalty: Or should they gain admittance, the delicate ear is oftentimes 
offended, children affrighted, or catch the phrases of their senseless ribaldry. 
[In other words, the Anticks used bawdy language. ]®° 


Aggressive, indeed. But the behavior of these mummers can also 
be seen as a kind of symbolic “counter-theater,” their response to 
the refusal of “peaceful citizens” to perform their allotted Christmas 
role. In any event, the Police Inspector responded with a letter of his 
own. Such gangs had been performing for years, he noted, though 
he agreed that they caused “inconveniency and frights” by 
“disturbing families and begging a Copper.” But it was difficult to 
identify the participants, because they went around in disguise. The 
Inspector also implied that they came from the town’s poorest 
classes (the kinds of people who “seldom if ever read the public 
papers”). In conclusion, the Police Inspector urged Boston’s 
respectable citizens to take into custody any Anticks who harassed 
them, promising that such persons would be prosecuted as 
criminals. (When William Bentley of Salem read this item, he 
considered it worth noting in his diary that “[t]he inspector of 
Police in Boston has forbidden the ‘Anticks,’ as they are called, by 
which the resemblance of this Christian feast to the Saturnalia has 
been so admirably maintained.”87) 


A final note about this episode. The exchange of letters about the 
“Anticks” never once mentioned Christmas by name, even though 
the connection would have been clear enough to anyone (as it was 
to Bentley). But the same issue of the newspaper that contained the 
Police Inspector’s notice also contained a pious poem about the 
mystery of the Nativity—and it took Christmas as its title. The 
presence of this word in the poem, and its complete absence in the 
discussion of the “Anticks,” suggests something of a rhetorical 
contest over the meaning of the word itself—whether it signified 
pious devotion or disruptive misrule. Back at the beginning of the 
eighteenth century, the people who “spoke for” New England 
culture associated Christmas so profoundly with misrule that they 
needed to suppress it altogether. By the end of the eighteenth 
century, the descendants of those same people had discovered an 
alternative (and more acceptable) meaning of Christmas. Now they 
could wrest the word—if not the thing itself—away from the Anticks 
and their ilk, to redefine (and reclaim) it as their own. 


The House of God: Reviving Christmas as a Public Holiday 


With the turn of the nineteenth century, the reappropriation of 
Christmas took on a concerted form—a move to hold church 
services on December 25. This move was led by both evangelicals 
and liberals. In the forefront of the evangelicals were the 
Universalists. Largely a rural sect, Universalists openly celebrated 
Christmas from the earliest stages of their existence in New England. 
The Universalist community in Boston held a special Christmas Day 
service in 1789, even before their congregation was officially 
organized,88 and in the early nineteenth century it was this 
denomination that proselytized for Christmas more actively than 
any other. 


The Unitarians were close behind. Compared with Universalists, 
Unitarians were more genteel, and (for all their theological 
liberalism) more socially conservative. And there were also more of 
them, especially in Boston. As a formal institution, the Unitarian 


movement was not organized until 1825. But by the early 1800s 
ministers who were inclined to doubt the trinity of the Godhead 
(and, by implication, the divinity of Christ) had come to dominate 
the Congregational churches in Boston. In fact, for most of the first 
decade of the nineteenth century, not a single church within 
Boston’s town limits remained in Trinitarian hands. So bad was the 
situation from an orthodox point of view, that in 1809 a group of 
theologically conservative ministers from neighboring communities 
found it necessary to establish a new church in the heart of Boston 
that would serve as a beachhead of orthodoxy, a kind of mission 
church on hostile turf. (The new Park Street Church was soon 
dubbed “Brimstone Corner,” after its first minister preached a 
sermon titled “The Use of Real Fire in Hell.”)89 


Unitarians were calling for the public observance of Christmas by 
about 1800. They did so in full knowledge that it was not a 
biblically sanctioned holiday, and that December 25 was probably 
not the day on which Jesus was born. They wished to celebrate the 
holiday not because God had ordered them to do so but because 
they themselves wished to. And they celebrated it in the hope that 
their own observance might help to purge the holiday of its 
associations with seasonal excess and disorder. 


In 1817 a concerted two-pronged effort got under way to 
transform Christmas Day in Boston: by holding services in the local 
churches and by closing down its businesses. Within three years that 
effort would fail, but for the moment it was waged hard and with 
the support of influential citizens. The local press helped out, 
blanketing the town with publicity. The following report was 
typical: 


Many Christians of the Congregational denomination in this town, have for a 
long time been desirous, that the anniversary of the nativity of our blessed 
Saviour should be marked by some religious observance of the day, and by a 
general abstinence from secular concerns. In consequence, some of the 


churches of that denomination will be open for public worship.... 


That was one prong of the campaign. A second local paper 
described the other prong, announcing that “Gentlemen of business 
in State-street” had “circulated a paper” to their colleagues. Those 
who signed the paper pledged themselves “to close their places of 
business, provided the same engagement should be signed by the 
principal part of the gentlemen on that street.” The circulators of 
this paper had received “the signatures of about seven eighths of the 
gentlemen on the street, and of nearly all to whom it was offered, 
including all who have the government of public offices.”99 


The businessmen appear to have kept to their pledge. One rural 
merchant who was in town on a buying trip noted in his diary that 
“(t]he inhabitants of Boston introduced the suspension of business 
for the first time, with a view to commemorating this day in 
Religious Exercise.” He added that “but little business could be 
done,” and that he had been forced to reload the goods he had 
brought in to sell that day.?! 


The crusade was renewed the following year. For a week before 
Christmas, the newspapers were filled with letters and editorials 
calling for the general observance of the day as a religious 
holiday.22 One woman pointed out an additional reason. “Christmas 
is now generally observed as a holiday,” she wrote (i.e., a holiday in 
the de facto sense). “Our children and domestics claim it as such.” 
She added that “[s]chools and public places are closed ... and 
generally the day is spent in idleness, and with regret I may add, by 
many in revelry and dissipation.” Opening the churches, she 
implied, would help reduce both the idleness and the dissipation. 
Another citizen turned the same point on its head, arguing plausibly 
that if Bostonians abandoned their regular business on December 
25, “it would become only another reason for dissipation, for frolic 
and insobriety.”93 


Services were held in five reformed churches on Christmas Day, 
1818 (in addition to the Catholic and Episcopal churches). These 
included three Congregational churches as well as a Universalist and 
a Methodist one. Services were held in the central Massachusetts 
town of Worcester as well, in the Congregational church led by 


Aaron Bancroft (father of historian George Bancroft). That same 
year one Boston newspaper published, without comment, the 1659 
Puritan law banning the celebration of Christmas in 
Massachusetts.24 No comment was needed, since everyone would 
have caught the point: We’ve come a long way since those days. 


A long way, indeed. That year, 1818, even the staunchly 
Trinitarian Congregationalist paper in Boston, the Recorder, 
indicated its approval. The Recorder was the organ of the Park Street 
Church—“Brimstone Corner.” But its editorial began: “We are happy 
to learn that it is the intention of many persons to observe Christmas 
day, this year, in a more solemn manner than they ever yet have 
done....”It even went on to imply that the Park Street Church itself 
should join in: “We are ... decidedly in favor of the measure, and 
hope divine service will be performed in all our churches.”95 


And so again in 1819. A letter to one newspaper declared that “all 
the banks, public offices, &c. will suspend business,” and expressed 
the hope that “every merchant and liberal minded man will also 
follow the example, and observe Christmas more universally, if 
possible, than Bostonians did the last year.” By this time the 
movement had reached as far as the rural New Hampshire town of 
Amherst, whose newspaper printed an impassioned editorial arguing 
that Christmas was more important than Thanksgiving.96 


But the movement ran out of momentum that very year (religious 
services were held only at the two Universalist churches and at the 
Old South Church). Many businesses did remain closed that year, 
although by 1823 one paper reported with amusement that several 
shops only appeared to be closed—their window shutters were 
fastened, but “their doors kindly opened to all who would take the 
trouble to lift the latch.” The newspaper that reported this 
development went on to express its pleasure that “no law, either 
civil or divine,” actually required “the observance of the feasts of the 
papal and episcopal churches,” and to deplore the fact that Boston’s 
businessmen felt unable to “pursue their occupations openly.”97 


Actually, this movement seems to have been part of a larger 
counterattack. Early in 1820 a religious magazine published in 


Boston assaulted the idea of making Christmas a public holiday. But 
its argument had nothing to do with theology, with the dating of 
Christ’s birth. The magazine acknowledged that December 25 was a 
time of “rejoicing, and of religious ceremonies” for many Christians. 
The problem lay with other kinds of behavior: “an immense 
majority of those, who celebrate the day, make it an occasion of 
indulgence and profane mirth, and of almost every species of 
licentiousness.” In any case, within only a few years the movement 
to close the shops and open the churches was dead. In 1828 the 
Boston Statesman noted with regret that “few places of business were 
closed yesterday, and none but the churches of the Episcopal order, 
we believe, were opened....”98 


As it turned out, the years 1817-19 were to represent a historical 
high-water mark in the religious celebration of Christmas in Boston. 
To this day New England’s Unitarian, Baptist, and Methodist 
churches are ordinarily closed on Christmas Day, along with its 
Congregational and Presbyterian ones. 


What happened was that in New England, as elsewhere, religion 
failed to transform Christmas from a season of misrule into an 
occasion of quieter pleasure. That transformation would, however, 
shortly take place—but not at the hands of Christianity. The “house 
of ale” would not be vanquished by the house of God, but by a new 
faith that was just beginning to sweep over American society. It was 
the religion of domesticity, which would be represented at 
Christmastime not by Jesus of Nazareth but by a newer and more 
worldly deity—Santa Claus. 


* Tf there was any point at which the two modes of celebrating Christmas—as carnival 
and as pious devotion—managed to intersect, if only in theory, it was here. The Gifts of the 
Magi, too, represented the high-in-status waiting on the low—three kings paying homage 
to an infant lying in squalor. (But of course that ritual simultaneously represented the low 


bringing gifts to the high—mere mortals paying homage to a deity.) 


* James Franklin was often a thorn in the side of the Massachusetts authorities. In 1722 


he featured a front-page poem in praise of Christmas in his newspaper, the New England 


Courant (the legislature’s efforts to suppress the Courant a decade earlier are reported in 
Benjamin Franklin’s autobiography). In his 1729 almanac, James Franklin included a belief 
originating deep in popular lore—that Christmas was a season when witches and evil 
spirits could do no harm, when bad spells would have no effect: “This month [December] is 
a great Enemy to evil Spirits, and a great Dissolver of Witchcraft, without the help of 
Pimpernal, or Quicksilver and Yellow Wax [these were supposed to be counterspells that 
would protect against witchcraft].... Some Astrologers indeed confine this Power over evil 
Spirits to Christmas Eve only; but I know the whole Month has as much Power as any Eve in 
it: Not but that there may be some wandering Spirits here and there, but I am certain they 
can do no Mischief, nor can they be seen without a Telescope.” In fact, William 
Shakespeare reported a similar belief in Hamlet (Act I, Scene 1), where a minor character 
speaks the following lines upon hearing a cock crow: “Some say that ever ‘gainst that 
Season comes / Wherein our Saviour’s birth is celebrated, / This bird of dawning [i.e., the 
cock] singeth all night long; / And then, they say, no spirit dare stir abroad, / The nights 
are wholesome, then no planets strike, / No fairy takes, nor witch hath power to charm, / 
So hallow’d and so gracious is that time.” (To this, Hamlet’s friend Horatio responds 


noncommittally, “So have I heard and do in part believe it.”) 


Cuapter 2 


Revisiting “A Visit from St. Nicholas” 


Intropuction: JoHN Pintarp’s Houmway Scare 


HE Curistmas season Was always an important occasion in the life 

of John Pintard, a prominent New York City merchant and 

civic leader of the early nineteenth century. As Pintard went 
to bed on the evening of December 31, 1820, he was looking 
forward to the schedule he had carefully laid out for the celebration 
of New Year’s Day, the season’s end. First he would get up early for 
a private chat with his daughter, who was married but still lived in 
the household. Next there would be a devotional morning service at 
a nearby Episcopal church. The middle hours of the day would be 
devoted to an extended round of “ceremonial and friendly visits” 
with acquaintances and colleagues around the city. Finally, in 
midafternoon Pintard would return to his Wall Street home, where 
the entire household would, as he put it, “assemble round our 
festive boards” for a “little family party’—a meal of venison and 
other holiday dishes that had been prepared weeks in advance, and 
punctuated by a series of toasts “drunk with all affection and old 
fashioned formality.” 


Pintard managed, the next day, to get through most of the 
activities he had planned, but only after his night’s sleep had been 
interrupted—not once but twice. First, in the middle of the night, 
with the household sound asleep, Pintard’s daughter was awakened 
when she heard “someone take [a] key and deliberately open the 
door.” The family knew that New Year’s Eve marked the peak of 
rowdy Christmas revels in New York, so Pintard had reason to fear 


the presence of an intruder. He roused his wife (“mama,” as he 
referred to her in a letter written very early the next morning). “I 
threw on my clothes in haste, and down we sallied [to investigate, | 
found the back parlor door ajar, but nothing out of place.” As it 
turned out, the noise was only a false alarm—the family’s black 
servant had merely arisen early in order to light a fire in the study. 
So Pintard returned to bed. But no sooner had he fallen asleep than 
he was roused again, this time by bands of loud revelers marching 
down Wall Street and directly outside his house, banging on drums, 
blowing fifes and whistles, and all the while loudly proclaiming the 
New Year. The revelers did not leave, and in fact kept Pintard up for 
the rest of the night: They “interrupted all repose until daylight, 
when I arose, leaving mama ... to take a little rest till nine, when I 
shall call [her].”! 


What this little episode reveals is two incompatible styles of 
celebrating the holiday season. One of them, that of John Pintard, 
was a daytime affair, genially formal, and quiet. The other, that of 
the revelers in the street, was nocturnal, aggressively public, and 
just as noisy as they could make it. It was, in short, carnival. The 
two styles came into conflict in Pintard’s household only two years 
before Pintard’s friend Clement Clarke Moore wrote his poem “A 
Visit from St. Nicholas’—the account of a rather different kind of 
nighttime visitation during the Christmas season. The connection is 
not artificial, for John Pintard himself played a role in the 
development of Christmas as we know it today. One might even say 
that his role was that of John the Baptist to the figure of Santa Claus 
that Moore would soon perfect. 


Misrute AND CaprratisM IN Earty-NINETEENTH-CENTURY New York 


A generation earlier, in 1786, a newspaper in a nearby community 
pointed out the same contrast between the different fashions in 
which New Yorkers celebrated the season: “Some good people 
religiously observe it as a time set apart for a most sacred purpose,” 
some by “decently feasting with their friends and relatives.” But 


others observe the holiday by “revelling in profusion, and paying 
their sincere devotion to merry Bacchus.” The newspaper went on to 
rephrase the contrast in metaphoric terms: “in several churches 
divine service [was] performed,” while “the temples dedicated to 
the service of merriment, dissipation and folly, were much crouded 
[sic]; where the sons of gluttony and drunkenness satiate their 
respective appetites.” 


The scene with these gentry generally concludes about midnight, when they 
sally forth into the streets, and by their unmeaning, wild, extravagant noise, 


disturb those citizens who would rather sleep than get drunk. 


Chapter 1 of this book argues that traditional Christmas misrule 
did not ordinarily pose a significant threat to the social order or to 
the authority of the gentry class. In fact, it actually served to 
reinforce the existing order of things by providing a sanctioned 
opportunity for the poor to let off steam; it was a safety valve that 
allowed them to express resentments in a fashion that was generally 
apolitical. Indeed, the form that misrule commonly took—that of 
inverting the ordinary social structure rather than simply ignoring it 
—may have served to confirm the legitimacy of the status quo. After 
all, what the patron received from his clients in return for his gifts 
was their goodwill—something that had a great deal of value, 
indeed, in the dynamics of a paternalist order. 


But this would change as paternalism itself came to wither away 
as a dominant form of social relations. In England much of the 
change took place during the eighteenth century. E. P. Thompson 
has argued that in eighteenth-century England it was the upper 
classes themselves who severed the paternalist bonds that allowed 
the rituals of misrule to operate as a safety valve. Both the gentry 
and the established church abandoned their control over holiday 
rituals; these now became purely “plebeian” cultural expressions. 
(The Boston Anticks discussed in Chapter 1 offer a good example of 
what Thompson had in mind.) In this new setting, rituals of misrule 
began to assume a more clearly oppositional form. Thompson 
describes these eighteenth-century protests as a kind of political 


“theater,” directed at the gentry “audience” before whom it was 
“performed”—something less than a full-fledged radical movement 
but more than sheer, unfocused rowdiness.? For example, in 
eighteenth-century England there appeared a kind of late-night 
serenade on New Year’s Eve known as the “callithumpian band”— 
possibly derived from the Greek word calli-(for “beautiful”). But the 
music these bands played was hardly beautiful. It was meant to be 
loud and offensive, characterized by “beating on tin pans, blowing 
horns, shouts, groans, catcalls,” and it was performed as a gesture of 
deliberate mockery; the general term in England for such things was 
“rough music.” (This was not wholly new; “rough music” is simply 
the British term for what in France was called “charivari.” But the 
callithumpian bands seem to have directed their “rough music” 
against those who seemed to be claiming too much dignity or 
abusing their power. )* 


By the early nineteenth century, with the spread of wage labor 
and other modes of capitalist production in England and the United 
States, what I have chosen to call the “battle for Christmas” entered 
an acute phase. For some urban workers, the Christmas season no 
longer entailed a lull in the demand for labor; their employers 
insisted on business as usual.> (It was this impulse that Charles 
Dickens would caricature in his character Ebenezer Scrooge.) For 
other urban workers, the coming of winter brought the prospect of 
being laid off, as the icing-up of rivers brought water-powered 
factories to a seasonal halt. December’s leisure thus meant not 
relative plenty but forced unemployment and want. The Christmas 
season, with its carnival traditions of wassail, misrule, and 
callithumpian “street theater,” could easily become a vehicle of 
social protest, an instrument to express powerful ethnic or class 
resentments. Little wonder, then, that the upper classes displayed 
little interest in making the season a major holiday. Before the mid- 
1820s the holiday was mentioned only cursorily in British and 
American newspapers.© The turn of the nineteenth century may 
have marked a historic low point in the celebration of Christmas 
among the elite. 


Ler us return, then, to New York City, where John Pintard’s 
neighborhood was subjected to the rough music of a callithumpian 
band in 1821, and where our modern American Christmas was 
invented, the following year, with the composition of Clement 
Clarke Moore’s poem “A Visit from St. Nicholas.” New York in the 
early nineteenth century was a fast-growing place. As late as 1800, 
the urbanized part of the city covered only a small area at the 
southern tip of Manhattan Island, well to the south of what are now 
the numbered streets. But the size of the city’s population had begun 
a rapid, almost geometrical increase—from 33,000 in 1790 to 
200,000 in 1830 and 270,000 just five years later. In order to 
accommodate the rapid increase in population, the city in 1811 
started implementation of a plan to construct a regular grid system 
of numbered streets (and avenues) that would crisscross the entire 
island. (As we shall see, this plan would have an effect on Clement 
Clarke Moore.) 


The numerical growth of the city’s population was accompanied 
by a change in its composition: an influx of immigrants, especially 
Irish Catholics, and the appearance of an impoverished underclass 
that was living for the first time in its own poor districts (generally 
divided up by ethnicity and race), along with a wealthy upper class 
that took up residence in its fashionable ones.” In the second decade 
of the nineteenth century, New York underwent an explosion of 
poverty, vagrancy, and homelessness. That was followed in the third 
decade by serious outbreaks of public violence. In the eyes of New 
York’s “respectable” citizens, to quote a recent historian on the 
subject, “the entire city appeared to have succumbed to disordet.... 
[It] seemed to be coming apart completely.”® Many well-to-do New 
Yorkers began to move out to new uptown estates, which they 
enclosed with fences or hedges. In turn, those fences were 
sometimes pulled down, and the hedges uprooted, by poor and 
homeless people who persisted in regarding the new estates as 
“common land” open to everyone. As a result, by the 1820s these 
estates were commonly being guarded by watchmen, drawn from 
the same underclass as the rioters themselves. 


The city’s streets became the center of a different version of the 
same conflict. As Elizabeth Blackmar has written, the city’s poorest 
residents—“peddlers, ragpickers, prostitutes, scavengers, beggars, 
and ... criminals”—depended for subsistence on the freedom of the 
streets, and the unregulated opportunity to accost strangers at will, 
whether for legal or illegal purposes. But by the 1820s, the 
propertied classes had begun to make systematic efforts to protect 
themselves from such “unwanted intrusions from the streets.”9 


John Pintard was one such propertied man. He was deeply 
troubled by the increasing visibility of poor people and by the 
danger their aggressive behavior posed to respectable New 
Yorkers.!0 Pintard was the moving force behind the establishment, 
in 1817, of the Society for the Prevention of Pauperism, an 
organization designed to put both a cap on the skyrocketing costs of 
poor relief and a stop to the public begging and drinking of the poor 
in order to make the city streets a safe place for people like 
himself.!1 Needless to say, all these efforts failed. By 1828 Pintard 
was acknowledging that the problems of poverty, drinking, and 
street crime had, “I confess, baffled all our skill.... The evil is 
obvious, acknowledged by all, but a sovereign remedy appears to be 
impossible.” 12 


It should come as no surprise that all of these developments were 
reflected in the transformation of the Christmas season. As early as 
1772, a New York newspaper complained that the absence of 
“decency, temperance, and sobriety” at Christmas was so serious a 
matter that it belonged in the courts. The problem was caused by 
“[t]he assembling of Negroes, servants, boys and other disorderly 
persons, in noisy companies in the streets, where they spend the 
time in gaming, drunkenness, quarreling, swearing, etc., to the great 
disturbance of the neighborhood.” The behavior of these rowdies 
was “so highly scandalous both to religion and civil government, 
that it is hoped the Magistrates will interpose to suppress the 
enormity.” !3 


By 1820 Christmas misrule had become such an acute social 
threat that respectable New Yorkers could no longer ignore it or 


take it lightly. What Susan G. Davis has demonstrated in her study 
of Philadelphia in this period holds equally true of New York. By the 
1820s bands of roaming young street toughs, members of the 
emerging urban proletariat, were no longer restricting their seasonal 
reveling to their own neighborhoods; they had begun to travel 
freely, and menacingly, wherever they pleased. Often carousing in 
disguise (a holdover from the old tradition of mumming), these 
street gangs marauded through the city’s wealthy neighborhoods, 
especially on New Year’s Eve, in the form of callithumpian bands, 
which resembled (and may have overlapped with) the street gangs 
that were now vying for control of the city’s poorer neighborhoods. 
Throughout the night these bands made as much noise as they 
could, sometimes stopping deliberately at the houses of the rich and 
powerful.!4 In 1826, for example, such a gang stopped in front of 
the Broadway house of the city’s mayor; there they “enacted” what 
a local newspaper termed “a scene of disgraceful rage.”!5 The next 
year another newspaper sarcastically described these same gangs as 
“a number of ill-bred boys, chimney sweeps, and other illustrious 
and aspiring persons” whose sole purpose was “to perambulate the 
streets all night, disturbing the slumbers of the weary ... by 
thumping upon tin kettles, sounding penny[whistles] and other 
martial trumpets.”!© John Pintard would have understood. 


In 1828 there occurred an extensive and especially violent 
callithumpian parade, complete with the standard array of “drums, 
tin kettles, rattles, horns, whistles, and a variety of other 
instruments.” This parade began along the working-class Bowery, 
where the band pelted a tavern with lime; then it marched to 
Broadway, where a fancy upper-class ball was being held at the City 
Hotel; then to a black neighborhood, stopping at a church where the 
callithumpians “demolished all the windows, broke the doors [and] 
seats,” and beat with sticks and ropes the African-American 
congregants who were holding a “watch” service; next, the band 
headed to the city’s main commercial district, where they smashed 
crates and barrels and looted at least one shop; still unsatisfied, they 
headed to the Battery (at the southern tip of the city), where they 


broke the windows of several of the city’s wealthiest residences and 
tried to remove the iron fence that surrounded Battery Park; finally 
they headed back to Broadway for a second visit. This time a group 
of hired watchmen were waiting for the callithumpians; but the 
band stood down the watch force, and, in the words of a local 
newspaper, “the multitude passed noisily and triumphantly up 
Broadway.”!7 


What are we to make of scenes like these? Once again, E. P. 
Thompson makes a convincing case that it would be misleading to 
interpret them either as wholly conscious political protest or as mere 
revelry that got out of hand, a kind of nineteenth-century frat party. 
Historians of American cities have agreed with that assessment. One 
of them puts it like this: “Riotous disorder, racial violence, and jolly 
foolery for neighbors and audiences existed side by side ... for 
decades.... Customary Christmas license combined with seasonal 
unemployment made the winter holiday a noisy, drunken, 
threatening period in the eyes of the respectable.” And another 
historian suggests that New York’s callithumpians can be considered 
“a bridge between the traditional youth group misrule of the English 
village ... and a more direct challenge to authority.”18 


KnickERBOcKER Ho.ipay 


Let us return for a few minutes to our friend John Pintard, if only 
because at one point, in December 1823, Pintard offered his own 
interpretation of the situation—and it is both interesting in itself 
and germane to the question of Christmas. Pintard mused that it 
might be the culture of Protestantism itself that was to blame for 
New York’s problems. Protestants, he argued, unlike Catholics and 
even pagans, had systematically suppressed the kind of “religious 
festivals” at which “mechanics and laborers” could find officially 
sanctioned and organized “processions” that would allow them to 
release their “pent-up” energies in satisfying but orderly ways.!9 
(Pintard might almost seem to be referring to Puritans in particular 
rather than to Protestants in general.) 


In fact, John Pintard himself was drawn almost compulsively to 
ceremonies, rituals, and traditional practices—for himself and his 
family, for New York City, and even for the United States as a 
nation. And when he could not find such things, he devised them. 
(One of the nation’s first antiquarians, Pintard was the founder of 
the New-York Historical Society in 1804; and he played a role in the 
establishment of Washingtons Birthday, the Fourth of July, and even 
Columbus Day as national holidays.2°) In fact, it was John Pintard 
who brought St. Nicholas to America, in an effort to make that 
figure both the icon of the New-York Historical Society and the 
patron saint of New York City. In 1810 Pintard paid for the 
publication of a broadside, sponsored by the Historical Society, that 
featured a picture of St. Nicholas bringing gifts to children during 
the Christmas season (actually, on St. Nicholas’ Day, December 6). 
The picture was accompanied by a short poem that began, “Sanete 
Claus goed heylig man.”21! 


In his letters Pintard regularly expressed nostalgia for what he 
called the “old customs” and “ancient usages” of New York, and 
particularly for the forgotten spirit of the old Christmas season, 
when rich folk and poor, old and young, would mingle together in 
genial harmony in the streets of the city.22 But Pintard never 
managed to discover or devise any way of observing the Christmas 
holidays that actually involved working-class people. All of his own 
carefully planned seasonal rituals were restricted to the members of 
his own social class (for example, the formalized New Year’s Day 
described at the beginning of this chapter). The reason for this 
narrowing down was clear: It had simply become impossible for 
New York’s respectable citizens to continue participating in the 
rowdy old cross-class celebrations that Pintard recalled fondly from 
his own youth, when he and a family servant traveled together 
around New York in “boisterous” fashion, drinking a “dram” at 
every stop and “coming home loaded with sixpences.” As Pintard 
put it in 1827, “since staggering through the streets on New Years 
day is out of fashion [now], it is impossible to drink drams at every 
house as of old.” And while Pintard sorely regretted the 


disappearance of the goodwill that had characterized such occasions 
of public drinking in the olden days—he referred to this as “the 
joyous older fashion”—he also understood that the social price to be 
paid for that goodwill had become impossibly high. He noted that 
“intemperance, among the higher classes of our city, is no longer the 
order of the day. Among the hospitable circles .... a man would be 
marked who should retire intoxicated; indeed, convivial parties are 
all decent and sober.”23 


Sobriety had become a necessity. “It is well,” Pintard 
acknowledged with a kind of sigh—“It is well, for formerly New 
Years was a riotous day.” And he quickly added, as if suddenly 
recalling that the real problem was a present-day one, that “the 
beastly vice of drunkenness among the lower laboring classes is 
growing to a frightful excess.... Thefts, incendiaries, and murders— 
which prevail—all arise from this source.”24 After all, that was why 
he had founded the Society for the Prevention of Pauperism. 


Since there existed no Christmas rituals that were socially 
acceptable to the upper class, Pintard took on the responsibility of 
inventing them—characteristically enough, in the name of restoring 
something that had been forgotten. For more than twenty years— 
roughly between 1810 and 1830—he tried almost every year to 
come up with the perfect holiday. (Before the late 1820s these 
holidays did not involve Christmas Day itself; until 1827 Pintard 
always observed December 25 in simple fashion, as a time of prayer 
and private religious devotion.) 


In the 1810S, Pintard organized and led elaborate St. Nicholas’ 
Day banquets for his fellow members of the New-York Historical 
Society, held at the society’s office in City Hall. But in 1820 his 
celebration of St. Nicholas’ Day was interrupted: “At six [p.m.] I 
attended [a meeting of] the Pauperism Society, for even festivity 
must not interfere with works of benevolence.” That, as it happens, 
is the last mention of St. Nicholas’ Day in Pintard’s published 
correspondence. By this time, and with an increasing intensity of 
commitment throughout most of the 1820s, he had turned to New 
Year’s Day—holding lavish dinners for his extended family, and 


making formal visits to old friends and relatives around the city. On 
January 1, 1821, Pintard engaged, apparently for the first time, in 
what he called “the good old custom of mutual visitings and cordial 
greetings.” For the rest of the decade he devoted each year to efforts 
to establish New Year’s as a day of mutual visitation in New York, 
describing it (as he did in 1822) as “the custom of the simple Dutch 
settlers.” Pintard sometimes referred to this custom with the phrase 
“open house,” but his use of the phrase is clear: Houses were “open” 
only to old friends and kin—to members of his own class. And in 
1828 he ruefully admitted that the phenomenon was fading away in 
New York: “[T]he joyous older fashion [of visitation] has declined 
gradually.” Two years later he explained why: The practice was 
becoming “irksome” because “our city grows so extensive, and 
friends so scattered.”25 But by then, as we shall see, Pintard had 
discovered Christmas. 


In ract, Pintard was not the only New Yorker who expressed an 
interest in restoring the old customs of the Christmas season. In 
1819 and 1820 there appeared a book written by a fellow member 
of the New-York Historical Society—Washington Irving. Irving had 
actually written parts of The Sketch Book, as he titled his new 
publication, at one of the tables in the Historical Society. The book 
was a smashing success, one that propelled Irving into sudden 
transatlantic celebrity. The Sketch Book contained two stories that 
were destined to become classics: “Rip Van Winkle” and “The 
Legend of Sleepy Hollow.” But it also included five stories about 
Christmas. Unlike “Rip Van Winkle,” those Christmas tales were not 
about the Dutch heritage of New York but were set on a gracious 
estate in the modern British countryside, Bracebridge Hall. In these 
stories Irving used Christmas as the setting for a culture in which all 
the classes joined together in paternalist harmony. 


Irvings narrator is hosted at Christmas by old Squire Bracebridge, 
an antiquarian-minded gentleman who is obsessed with the past, 
and who wields so much social authority that he is able to recruit 


the neighboring peasantry to join him in a reenactment, under his 
direction, of “the holyday customs and rural games of former 
times.” Irving’s narrator waxes eloquent as he contemplates “the 
quaint humours, the burlesque pageants, the complete abandonment 
to mirth and good fellowship with which this [Christmas] festival 
was celebrated.” The occasion “seemed to throw open every door, 
and unlock every heart. It brought the peasant and the peer 
together, and blended all ranks in one warm generous flow of joy 
and kindness.” 


At the climax of the “Bracebridge Hall” stories the squire presents 
a Christmas banquet at which are displayed, along with “brawn and 
beef, and stout home brewed,” all the archaic customs of the season, 
including a wassail bowl, a Lord of Misrule, and a group of peasants 
—the old squire’s trusty dependents—who perform an old dance 
and then mingle gratefully with the squire’s household: 


There is something genuine and affectionate in the gayety of the lower 
orders, when it is excited by the bounty and familiarity of those above them; 
the warm glow of gratitude enters into their mirth, and a kind word, and a 
small pleasantry frankly uttered by a patron, gladdens the heart of the 


dependent more than oil and wine. 


It is, of course, an invention—“the invention of tradition,” as the 
historian Eric Hobsbawm has dubbed this kind of self-conscious re- 
creation of ostensibly old-time customs26—and Irving knows that. In 
fact, he not only knows it, he even takes pains to let us in on the 
secret. The narrator’s description of the squire’s Christmas 
celebration is larded with such terms as “odd and obsolete,” 
“quaint,” “ancient,” even “eccentric,” and in a later edition of The 
Sketch Book Irving admitted that at the time he wrote the 
“Bracebridge Hall” stories he had never actually seen the kind of 
Christmas he described in it. Even the Lord of Misrule is fictive: The 
role is taken by a real gentleman. 


Nor is this all. As Squire Bracebridge drives home from church 
just before his great dinner party, he engages in a bit of nostalgic 
commentary. 


He begins by lamenting 


the deplorable decay of the games and amusements which were once 
prevalent at this season among the lower orders, and countenanced by the 
higher. When the old halls of castles and manor houses were thrown open at 
daylight;... and when rich and poor were alike welcome to enter and make 


merry. 


As the squire continues, his nostalgia spills over into a confession 
of his inability to re-create the genuine rituals of Christmases past. 
And at precisely this moment, he moves from antiquarianism into 
political theory—Tory political theory: 


“The nation,” continued he, “is altered; we have almost lost our simple true- 
hearted peasantry. They have broken asunder from the higher classes, and 
seem to think their interests are separate. They have become too knowing, 
and begin to read newspapers, listen to ale house politicians, and talk of 
reform. I think one mode to keep them in good humor in these hard times, 
would be for the nobility and gentry to pass more time on their estates, 
mingle more among the country people, and set the merry old English games 


going again.” 


At this point Irving’s own narrative voice takes over from Squire 
Bracebridge’s. “Such,” Irving continues, “was the good Squire’s 
project for mitigating public discontent; and, indeed, he had once 
attempted to put his doctrine in[to] practice, and a few years before 
had kept open house during the holidays in the old style” [emphasis 
added]. But the open-house experiment failed: 


The country people ... did not understand how to play their parts in the scene 
of hospitality: many uncouth circumstances occurred [these Irving does not 
choose to describe]; the manor was overrun by all the vagrants of the 
country, and more beggars [were] drawn into the neighborhood in one week 


than the parish officers could get rid of in a year. 


So the squire was forced to back off his original project. 
Nowadays, Irving tells us, he “contented himself with inviting the 
decent part of the neighboring peasantry to call at the hall on 


Christmas day” [emphasis added]. It is that select group, rather than 
the entire neighborhood, that cornes to Bracebridge Hall (at the 
stipulated time) to entertain and mingle with the squire’s real 
guests. 


But so self-conscious is this scene—so close to the edge of silliness 
—that Irving himself suspected it might ring false to contemporary 
readers. For as the squire” mingled among the rustics, and was 
“received with awkward demonstrations of deference and regard,” 
Irving’s narrator observes (and reports to us) something that escapes 
the notice of his host: “I perceived two or three of the younger 
peasants, as they were raising their tankards to their mouths, when 
the Squire’s back was turned, making something of a grimace, and 
giving each other the wink, but the moment they caught my eye 
they pulled grave faces, and were exceedingly demure.” Irving 
surely wrote this little scene to protect his credibility with an 1820 
audience, and his meaning would have been clear enough to the 
knowing reader: Despite all the precautions Squire Bracebridge had 
taken to do the job right, he had been unable to keep even the 
“decent part” of the local peasantry in “good humor” on Christmas 
Day. 

The “Bracebridge Hall” stories were immensely popular, and they 
played an important part in restoring the interest of “respectable” 
Americans (and Britishers) in celebrating Christmas. Indeed, it was 
these sketches, together with the stories of Charles Dickens, that 
provided much of what a recent book terms the “enduring imagery 
of Christmas which is annually reiterated in Christmas cards and 
festive illustrations, where jovial squires entertain friends and 
retainers by roaring fires, and stout coachmen, swathed in 
greatcoats, urge horses down snow-covered lanes as they bring 
anticipatory guests and homesick relations to their welcoming 
destinations.”27 


When the “Bracebridge Hall” stories were published in 1819, they 
set off something of a debate about whether reviving the old rural 
Christmas rituals would be enough to restore the fading authority of 
the English gentry. The issues were understood in just these terms. 


One essay, published in 1825, summarized them by asserting 
bluntly “that the merrymakings of the times of Elizabeth and the 
Stuarts originated solely in an _ instinctive [i.e., paternalist] 
understanding between master and man; that the rich encouraged 
them [i.e., the merrymakings] as a means of patronage and 
superiority, and that the poor accepted them as an oil to their chain, 
or a happy rivet of their dependence.” On those points, the essay 
argued, conservatives and reformers agreed. Where they differed 
was in their response: Conservatives believed “that the old times 
were the best because they were least free;” while reformers argued 
“that a merry season is dearly purchased by servility all the rest of 
the year.” 


This particular writer (he remains anonymous) was a skeptic. He 
maintained that a revival of the old rituals was unlikely to have any 
effect, simply because the times themselves had changed. In former 
days, when “people believed any thing because a magistrate set his 
hand to it, the case was different;” 


but now-a-days, bring rich and poor together as we please, roast as many 
oxen as there are villages to do it in, and let one general wassail-bowl set the 
hearts of great and small dancing all over England; and [still,] as long as 
there are Mechanics’ Magazines [i.e., to educate the poor] ..., there is no fear 
that people will be too thankful for a sirloin of beef, or melt with maudlin 
souls into the overflow of a beer barrel. There is, in fact, no necessity for 


[their] accepting either. 


“Sports may be revived,” this man concluded; “wassail bowls may 
abound; the poor may cultivate their strength and spirits with 
gymnastic exercise, and the rich assuredly be no nearer an undue 
influence.”28 


In any event, Washington Irving’s vision of Christmas did not 
exactly offer a practical model for anyone who was tempted—and 
many must have been—to celebrate Christmas in this fashion. How 
could John Pintard, say, reproduce a ritual that Washington Irving 
himself found it difficult even to imagine for his readers? It is easy to 
sympathize with Pintard, who almost certainly read The Sketch Book 


and felt the power of Irvings vision. But it was easier for Irving to 
imagine such a scene than for John Pintard to duplicate it, even 
though it may have been the “Bracebridge Hall” stories that inspired 
—and finally frustrated—Pintard’s elaborate efforts during the 
1820s to re-create an old-time New Year’s Day. Pintard would not 
be satisfied until he discovered what had happened, in the hands of 
his friend Clement Clarke Moore, to a figure that he himself had 
originally introduced—that is, of course, the figure of St. Nicholas. 


As .ate as 1826, Pintard did not associate Christmas itself with St. 
Nicholas (or with anything at all except attending church and what 
Pintard termed “solemni[ty]” and “devotional feelings”). Pintard 
went to church on Christmas in 1827, too; but there was something 
new that year: “We had St. Claas in high snuff,” Pintard noted, and 
he referred briefly to the “bon bons” his grandchildren had received. 
The following year, 1828, Pintard’s description was more elaborate: 


All due preparations having been made by the children the preceding 
evening, by placing hay for his horses [!] and invoking “St. Claas, Gude 
Heylig Man,” he came accordingly during the night, with most elegant toys, 
bon bons, oranges, etc., all which, after rilling the stockings suspended at the 
sides of mother’s chimney, were displayed in goodly order on the mantle, to 
the ecstatic joy of [the children] in the morning, whose exhaltations 


resounded through the house.?? 


Pintard’s letters from each of the years 1830 through 1832 
contain descriptions that were at least as extensive as this one. By 
1831 he characteristically referred to the ritual as an “ancient 
usage,” adding that “St. Claas is too firmly riveted in this city ever 
to be forgotten.” And in 1832 Pintard concluded a very lengthy 
account of the children’s reactions to Santa’s visit with these words: 
“Happy golden age. All was joy and gladness.”39 That was all there 
would be; Pintard lived for another dozen years (dying at age 85), 
but he was becoming blind and seems to have stopped writing 
letters. 


Durinc THE Two pvecapes from 1810 to 1830, while Pintard shifted his 
energies from December 6 to January 1, then from January 1 to 
December 25, this much remained constant: The season was to be 
celebrated with members of his own social class. But one thing had 
changed nevertheless, and it was more important than the simple 
date of the celebration. Pintard had gradually moved from a 
celebration that took place in public (first at City Hall, with the 
New-York Historical Society, then on the city streets and in the 
houses of kinsmen and old acquaintances) to one that took place in 
private, in his own home, with his immediate family. Just as 
important, the new celebration focused on a single group within the 
family: young children. 


In a very important way, such a child-centered event was a new 
thing. Before the nineteenth century children were merely 
dependents—miniature adults who occupied the bottom of the 
hierarchy within the family, along with the servants. But perhaps 
that was exactly the point, because in another way this was a very 
old thing. Making children the center of joyous attention marked an 
inversion of the social hierarchy, which meant that a part of the 
structure of an older Christmas ritual was being precisely preserved: 
People in positions of social and economic authority were offering 
gifts to their dependents. The ritual of social inversion was still 
there, but now it was based on age and family status alone. Age had 
replaced social class as the axis along which gifts were given at 
Christmas. The children of a single household had replaced a larger 
group of the poor and powerless as the symbolic objects of charity 
and benevolence. It was those children who became the temporary 
centers of attention and deference at Christmas, and the joy and 
gratitude on their faces and in their voices as they opened their 
presents was a vivid re-creation of the exchange of gifts for goodwill 
that had long constituted the emotional heart of the Christmas 
season. 


It was just such an exchange that Washington Irving had evoked 


in “Bracebridge Hall” when he insisted that “there is something 
genuine and affectionate in the gayety of the lower orders, when it 


is excited by the bounty and familiarity of those above them; [how] 
the warm glow of gratitude enters into their mirth, and a kind word, 
and a small pleasantry frankly uttered by a patron, gladdens the 
heart of the dependent more than oil and wine.” During the 1820s 
such an exchange had particular appeal for the urban upper classes, 
precisely because they were still residually sensitive to the need to 
demonstrate noblesse, especially during the Christmas season. But 
Irving, who continued to place the patron-client exchange in the 
older context of social class, was able to imagine it only with 
difficulty. Clement Moore, by translating the patron-client exchange 
from one between the classes to one between the generations, 
helped to transform it into a practical, simple ritual that almost any 
household could perform. And eventually, as we know only too 
well, almost every household would. 


Nowapays many Americans believe, as I did until recently, that there 
was nothing new about “the night before Christmas” described in 
Moores poem—that the story it told was simply an old Dutch 
tradition brought to the New World in the seventeenth century and 
then, in the natural course of things, gradually Americanized. That 
is just what John Pintard would wish us to believe (and he may 
even have believed it himself). 


But the preeminent scholar of St. Nicholas in our own day has 
shown that this could not have been the case. In an article published 
in 1954, Charles W. Jones argued forcefully that “there is no 
evidence that [the cult of Santa Claus] existed in New Amsterdam, 
or for [more than] a century after British occupation.” Jones pointed 
out that nobody has ever found any contemporaneous evidence of 
such a St. Nicholas cult in New York during the colonial period.3! 
Instead, the familiar Santa Claus story appears to have been devised 
in the early nineteenth century, during the two decades that ended 
in the early 1820s. It seems likely that a similar ritual, along with 
others, was practiced in parts of Holland during the mid-seventeenth 
century, on St. Nicholas’ Day, December 6. But Charles Jones makes 


a compelling case that this ritual did not cross the Atlantic, and that 
the Santa Claus who was devised in early-nineteenth-century New 
York was therefore a conscious reconstruction of that Dutch ritual— 
an invented tradition. 


This does not mean that “the night before Christmas” belongs to 
Clement Moore alone. In fact, it was the work of a small group of 
antiquarian-minded New York gentlemen—men who knew one 
another and were members of a distinct social set. Collectively, 
those men became known as the Knickerbockers; the name comes 
from an immensely popular book published in 1809 by the best- 
known member of the group, Washington Irving. Irvings book, 
commonly known as Knickerbocker’s History of New York, was a 
brilliantly satirical allegory about life in the contemporary city that 
the author lived in, but it was written in the guise of a history of 
New Amsterdam in old Dutch times. Irving himself mentioned St. 
Nicholas twenty-five times in Knickerbockers History, including 
references to the saint’s wagon, his pipe (more of that later), and a 
line that read: “laying his finger beside his nose.” Irving even chose 
to have Knickerbockers History published on St. Nicholas’ Day. If it 
was John Pintard who introduced the figure of St. Nicholas, it was 
Washington Irving who popularized it. In the words of Charles W. 
Jones, “Without Irving there would be no Santa Claus.... Santa 
Claus was made by Washington Irving.”32* 


The Knickerbocker set inhabited a special niche in the world of 
early-nineteenth-century New York. As a rule, its members were of 
British, not Dutch, descent. They belonged to the Episcopal Church, 
and, more particularly, to its ritually inclined High Church faction. 
They were part of the wealthy old aristocracy of the city (or at least 
they identified with it). And they were politically conservative, 
reactionary even—opposed to democracy (which they identified 
with mob rule) and fearful of both the working class and the new 
bourgeoisie. Indeed, they often failed to distinguish between these 
two groups, sometimes lumping them together with the general, yet 
quite telling, word plebeian. 


For example, in his Knickerbockers History, Washington Irving 
disdainfully summarized in a single sentence an episode that clearly 
represented to his readers the Jeffersonian revolution of 1800: 
“[JJust about this time the mob, since called the sovereign people ... 
exhibited a strange desire of governing itself.”33 And in 1822 (the 
year “A Visit from St. Nicholas” appeared), John Pintard explained 
to his daughter just why he was opposed to the new state 
constitution adopted that year, a constitution that gave men without 
property the right to vote: “All power,” Pintard wrote, “is to be 
given, by the right of universal suffrage, to a mass of people, 
especially in this city, which has no stake in society. It is easier to 
raise a mob than to quell it, and we shall hereafter be governed by 
rank democracy.... Alas that the proud state of New York should be 
engulfed in the abyss of ruin.”34 


In short, the Knickerbockers felt that they belonged to a patrician 
class whose authority was under siege. From that angle, their 
invention of Santa Claus was part of what we can now see as a 
larger, ultimately quite serious cultural enterprise: forging a pseudo- 
Dutch identity for New York, a placid “folk” identity that could 
provide a cultural counterweight to the commercial bustle and 
democratic “misrule” of early-nineteenth-century New York. The 
best-known literary expression of this larger enterprise is Irving’s 
classic story “Rip Van Winkle” (published a full decade after 
Knickerbockers History). But in the History, too, Irving pictured old 
New Amsterdam as a place of “filial piety” in which people thought 
and acted “with characteristic slowness and circumspection ...; who 
adhere ... to the customs ... of their revered forefathers.” New 
Amsterdam was a serene place in which people (watched over by 
good St. Nicholas himself) “did not regulate their time by hours, but 
by [the smoking of] pipes.”35 


Crement Crarke Moore, Country GentLeMANn 


Which finally brings me to Clement Clarke Moore, the author of “A 
Visit from St. Nicholas.” If we have any image of the man at all, it is 


apt to be of a benevolent figure, a scholarly but genial professor of 
Hebrew who stepped, just this once, out of his ivory tower to write, 
for his own children, those magical verses about what happened on 
“the night before Christmas.” He is a man who would appear to be 
as distant from the wider currents of history and politics as the 
figure of Santa Claus himself. 


Clement Clarke Moore. This woodcut was made from one of the 
four portraits painted of Moore at different stages of his life. Good 
oil portraits were expensive, and only wealthy people could afford 
even one. This is from the last of Moore’s four portraits, done 
around 1850, almost thirty years after the writing of “A Visit from 
St. Nicholas.” (Courtesy, Harvard College Library) 


The image is not particularly misleading, and it is not my 
intention to dispel it. Still, Moore did have a real existence. He was 
born in 1779 (during the American Revolution) and died eighty-four 
years later, in 1863 (during the Civil War). And he fits perfectly the 
Knickerbocker mold: High Church Episcopalian, politically 
conservative, and quintessentially upper-class. Moore’s father was 


for thirty-five years Episcopal bishop of the diocese of New York, 
and Moore himself, though a layman, was an active and influential 
figure in the Church. (In fact, Moore held his professorship in a 
seminary that he himself had helped to establish.) 


Moore was also conservative. His parents and grandparents had 
been closet Tories during the American Revolution—and open 
Federalists afterward. Moore’s own brand of conservatism took the 
form of an agrarian paternalism not far removed from that of a 
wealthy Virginia planter of the same generation. As a young man, 
Clement Moore himself published a series of tracts attacking both 
Jeffersonian radicalism and urban commerce, and to the end of his 
life he remained suspicious of democracy and other “reforms.” For 
example, in middle age he opposed the movement to abolish 
slavery. Indeed, at the time Moore wrote “A Visit from St. Nicholas,” 
in 1822, he himself owned five slaves.36 


Moore’s ideology was well suited to his social position. He was an 
old-style country gentleman, a patrician man of leisure who 
inherited so much land (and the income it brought) that he never 
needed to take a job. Moore accepted his professorship when he was 
past 40, and for a token salary, in a seminary constructed on land he 
himself had donated for the purpose.37 He inherited his mother’s 
large Manhattan estate, originally located well to the north of New 
York City. The estate, which bore the name Chelsea, extended all 
the way from what is now Nineteenth Street to Twenty-fourth 
Street, and from Eighth to Tenth Avenue. (This estate has given its 
name to the present-day Chelsea district of the city, just north of 
Greenwich Village.) 


But when Moore was a young man this area was isolated and 
pastoral.38 John Pintard, who knew Moore well, wrote in 1830 that 
his Chelsea estate alone was worth $500,000. He also acknowledged 
Moore as his social superior, writing that even though he and Moore 
“have been always on the most friendly terms,... I have resisted all 
hospitalities when sitting in [his] elegantly furnished drawing room, 
for he is wealthy. ”39 


Still, Moore’s great wealth did not prove sufficient to insulate him 
from the pressures that transformed New York in the first decades of 
the nineteenth century. In 1811, as already noted, the New York 
City council approved a grid system of numbered streets and 
avenues that would crisscross the island above Fourteenth Street. By 
the time Moore wrote “A Visit from St. Nicholas,” New York was 
expanding north through Chelsea itself. In fact, late in 1818 
something called “Ninth Avenue” was dug right through the middle 
of his estate (the land having been taken from him by eminent 
domain).49 The 1821 city directory lists Moore as residing, not at 
Chelsea, but near the corner of Ninth Avenue and Twenty-first 
Street.41 Eleven years later, in 1832, John Pintard visited Chelsea 
and mused about the changes that had overtaken the neighborhood, 
filled now (as Pintard put it) with “streets that have become 
regularly built up ... where, but a few years ago, all was open 
country. It really surprised me to notice a dense population and 
contiguous buildings in what only 10 years since was merely a 
sparse city.”42 By the 1850s the entire hill on which Moore’s house 
stood had been leveled to make new land and bulkheads along the 
Hudson River waterfront, and Moore had built new homes for 
himself and his family.43 


Moore was disturbed by the transformation of his city, and the 
cutting-up of his estate. In 1818, the very year that his property was 
bisected by Ninth Avenue (and just four years before he wrote “A 
Visit from St. Nicholas”), Moore published a pamphlet that 
protested against the relentless development of New York. In it he 
expressed a fear that the city’s beauty and tranquillity would be lost 
forever, and that its future was already in what he termed 
“destructive and ruthless hands,” the hands of men who did not 
“respect the rights of property.” City politics and policy were 
controlled by men Moore described as “mechanics and persons 
whose influence is principally among those classes of the 
community to whom it is indifferent what the eventual result of 
their industry may be to society.” New York was being turned over 
to a conspiracy, and Moore named its members: “cartmen, 


carpenters, masons, pavers, and all their host of attendant laborers.” 
Moore doubted that the city could (as he put it) be “save[d] from 
ruin.” And he was pessimistic about the future of his class: “We 
know not the amount nor the extent of oppression which may yet be 
reserved for us.”44 


Manhattan in 1778. When this map was drawn, New York City 
occupied only the lower tip of Manhattan (the shaded area at the 
bottom). The rest of the island was rural. Halfway up the map, on 
the left, is an estate labeled “Clarke”—the property of Thomas 
Clarke, Moore’s maternal grandfather. He called it Chelsea, after a 
district in London. (Courtesy, American Antiquarian Society) 
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Manhattan in 1831. Now Moore’s Chelsea estate has been divided 
up into gridded urban terrain. Moore’s property, located near the 
lower right-hand corner of the map, extended from Eighth Avenue 
to Tenth Avenue, between Eighteenth and Twenty-fourth streets. 
(Note that on this map the more usual north-south orientation has 
been reversed; the southern part of the island is at the top.) 
(Courtesy, American Antiquarian Society) 
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1810 St. Nicholas. The broadside that John Pintard commissioned 
at his own expense, executed by the noted illustrator Alexander 
Anderson. In the right-hand panel are two children: a pleased little 
girl who has received a present and a tearful little boy who has not 
(perhaps he has received a caning instead). John Pintard confirmed 
the reverential image in a short poem placed beneath the picture: a 
child’s poem that begins with the words “Saint Nicholas, good holy 
man” and concludes: “Saint Nicholas, my dear good friend! / To 
serve you ever was my end. / If you will now, me, something give, / 
Pll serve you ever while I live.” (Courtesy, The New-York Historical 
Society) 


From St. Nicuotas to Santa Ciaus 


It was at this difficult juncture, in 1822, that Clement Clarke Moore 
wrote “A Visit from St. Nicholas.” As we already know, Moore did 
not invent “the night before Christmas” out of whole cloth. In the 
distant background was the old Dutch ritual, and John Pintard and 
Washington Irving offered more immediate models. In addition, 
three other poems, two from 1810 and the third from 1821, would 
provide more materials—for example, Santa’s sleigh and reindeer, 
and even the poetic meter that Moore would employ. Moore’s own 
contributions may have been small, but they were crucial to the 
creation of a myth that suited the needs of his own Knickerbocker 
set—and that finally proved malleable enough to transcend those 
needs and to be appropriated by other groups of Americans. It is 
time to examine more closely the sources Moore had at his disposal. 


First: Washington Irving. Yes, there were twenty-five references to 
St. Nicholas in Knickerbockers History. But Irving represented St. 
Nicholas not as a figure who appeared during the Christmas season 
but rather in the way that John Pintard had originally introduced 
him to the New-York Historical Society—that is, as the mythic 
patron saint of New Amsterdam. Early in Knickerbockers History, 
Irving wrote that “the great and good St. Nicholas ... took ... New 
Amsterdam under his peculiar patronage, and has ever since been ... 
the titular saint of this excellent city.” In this role St. Nicholas (he 
never actually appears, except once in a dream scene and, again, as 
the wooden figurehead on a ship) was essentially an amusing 
caricature of the old-time Dutch gentry who inhabited Irving’s 
imaginary New Amsterdam: a genial yet obviously patrician saint, 
dressed in a broad hat and invariably smoking a long pipe.45 (Moore 
would later pick that up, but with one difference.) 


Next: The 1810 broadside picture that John Pintard commissioned 
—together with the verse that accompanied it—also influenced 
Moore; then the two anonymous poems, one from 1810 and the 
other from 1821. In all of these writings the pipe disappeared, and 
so did the satire, but St. Nicholas himself finally became a figure 
who distributed gifts to children during the Christmas season. Still, 
in all these sources the saint was very much a figure of majesty and 


authority—or at least of benevolent, kindly dignity. (The real St. 
Nicholas, if he existed at all, was an actual bishop, and in any case 
he was an official saint—the real patron saint of both Russia and 
Greece.) As a bishop, St. Nicholas was the direct representative of 
God and a figure of great authority as well as great charity. So it is 
not surprising that John Pintard would wish him to be represented 
in such a “serious” fashion in the broadside he commissioned, and 
not (as Washington Irving had irreverently done) as a humorous 
figure. 


In this illustration St. Nicholas has come not just to reward but 
also to punish. He is a figure of authority: We see him with his halo, 
ecclesiastical robes, and bishop’s scepter. St. Nicholas retained that 
air of authority in a poem that appeared in a New York newspaper 
just two weeks after Pintard’s broadside. This poem, essentially a 
longer, more elaborate version of Pintard’s, opens in a similar 
fashion, with a child hailing St. Nicholas—this time not in awkward 
iambic but in a more tripping meter—in fact, the exact meter that 
Moore would employ twelve years later, anapestic tetrameter. It 
opens: “Oh good holy man! whom we Sanete Claus name, / The 
Nursery forever your praise shall proclaim.” The poem goes on to 
catalogue the presents St. Nicholas might be expected to leave, 
followed by a “prayer” that St. Nicholas not come for the purpose of 
punishment (“[I] fin your hurry one thing you mislay, / Let that be 
the Rod—and oh! keep it away”) And it concludes with a promise of 
future good behavior: 


Then holy St. Nicholas! all the year, 
Our books we will love and our parents revere, 
From naughty behavior we’ll always refrain, 


In hopes that you’ll come and reward us again. 


The pattern of authority and judgment holds even in the poem 
that was Clement Moore’s most immediate source. Published in 
1821, only a year before Moore wrote “A Visit from St. Nicholas,” 
this poem appeared as a little illustrated book called The Children’s 
Friend. Here, for the first time, we even find St. Nicholas appearing 


not on December 6 but on Christmas Eve; and we also find him 
traveling on a sleigh that is pulled by a reindeer—a single reindeer. 
But he is still a bishop (a “child’s bishop,” perhaps), a figure who 
metes out punishments along with rewards, and whose visit is 
designed to inspire anxiety along with hope: 


Old sANTECLAUS with much delight 
His reindeer drives this frosty night, 
O’er chimneytops, and tracks of snow, 


To bring his yearly gifts to you. 


The steady friend of virtuous youth, 
The friend of duty, and of truth, 
Each Christmas eve he joys to come 


Where love and peace have made their home. 


Through many houses he has been, 
And various beds and stockings seen, 
Some, white as snow, and neatly mended, 


Others, that seem’d for pigs intended. 


Where e’er I found good girls or boys, 
That hated quarrels, strife and noise, 
I left an apple, or a tart, 


Or wooden gun, or painted cart; 


To some I gave a pretty doll, 
To some a peg-top, or a ball; 
No crackers, cannons, squibs, or rockets, 


To blow their eyes up, or their pockets. 


No drums to stun their Mother’s ear, 
Nor swords to make their sisters fear; 
But pretty books to store their mind. 


With Knowledge of each various kind. 


But where I found the children naughty, 


In manners rude, in temper haughty, 


Thankless to parents, liars, swearers, 


Boxers, or cheats, or base tale-bearers, 


I left a long, black, birchen rod, 
Such, as the dread command of Gop 
Directs a Parent’s hand to use 


When virtue’s path his sons refuse.*© 


This kind of Christmas can be thought of as a mini-version of the 
Day of Judgment. Insofar as the history of gift-giving on St. Nicholas 
Day can be traced to Europe, it is this kind of judgmental ritual that 
seems to have been involved. It can be seen in a seventeenth- 
century painting, St. Nicholas’s Day, by the Dutch painter Jan Steen, 
in which there appear both presents and punishments. Even today, 
something of this notion still lingers in the American celebration of 
Christmas, as, for example, in the song that begins “You’d better 
watch out... Santa Claus is coming to town,” and continues: “He 
knows if you’ve been sleeping, he knows if you’re awake; he knows 
if you’ve been bad or good—so be good for goodness’ sake!” 


‘The steady friend of virtuous youth, 
The friend of uty, and of truth, 
Each Christmas eve he joys te caine 


Where love and peace have made their home. 


1821 St. Nicholas (from The Children’s Friend). This St. Nicholas is 
more benevolent-looking than John Pintard’s (and the label “Sante 
Claus” appears at the base of his hat), but he still holds a bishop’s 
scepter. Each verse of this charming book was similarly 
accompanied by an illustration—in color. (Courtesy, American 
Antiquarian Society) 


To be sure, this kind of Christmas ritual was designed largely for 
children, while Judgment Day was for adults. Christmas took place 
once a year, Judgment Day once an eternity. The “judge” at 
Christmas was St. Nicholas; on Judgment Day it was God himself. 
And both the rewards and the punishments meted out on Christmas 
—a cookie on the one hand, or a birch rod on the other—were far 
less weighty than those of eternal joy or eternal damnation. But the 
parallel was always there, and always meant to be there. Christmas 
was a child’s version of Judgment Day, and its ambiguous prospects 
of reward or punishment (like those of Judgment Day itself) were a 
means of regulating children’s behavior—and preparing them for 
the greater judgment that was to come. Indeed, The Children’s 


Jan Steen, “Hes feest van Saint Nicholaas” (1666). Note the 
smiling little girl holding her present in the foreground and the 
tearful boy on the left—he is being mocked by the other children. 
The girl’s present is a doll that represents one of the saints, which 
suggests that this prosperous family is Roman Catholic. The St. 
Nicholas ritual did not cross the Atlantic; one reason may have been 
that it was performed by Holland’s Catholic community, while the 
Dutch immigration to New Netherlands was largely Protestant—and 
Dutch Protestants, much like the English Puritans, tried to suppress 
such practices as the celebration of saints’ days (as well as the use of 
icons like the little girl’s present). (Courtesy, Rijksmuseum-Stichting, 
Amsterdam) 


Friend even speaks of the birch rod as a product of “the dread 
command of Gon.” 


From Tue Day or Doomto Tue Nicut BerorE CuristMAs 


The threat of judgment was gone the next year, when Moore wrote 
“A Visit from St. Nicholas.” Moore’s St. Nicholas, as we all know, 
leaves only presents and goodwill, and he makes no threats—not 
even gentle ones. There is no warning of the birch rod, no hints 
about messy rooms or bad behavior. There is no stick to join the 
carrot. There is no little Day of Judgment. There is only a “happy 
Christmas to all.” 


This shift is all the more striking because the structure of “A Visit 
from St. Nicholas” (unlike that of its immediate sources) parallels 
the structure of a seventeenth-century American poem about the 
real Judgment Day. That poem, written by Massachusetts clergyman 
Michael Wigglesworth, was published in 1662 with the title “The 
Day of Doom.” It was nearly as popular in its own time as “A Visit 
from St. Nicholas” is today, and it retained its popularity into the 
early nineteenth century. 


Both poems begin with a scene in which people are sleeping 
serenely on a still night, dreaming of good things to come. It is “the 
night before Christmas” in the one case, “the evening before 
[Doomsday]” in the other: 


Still was the night, Serene and Bright, when all Men sleeping lay; 


Calm was the season, and carnal reason thought so ’twould last for 
ay. 

Soul, take thine ease, let sorrow cease, much good thou hast in 
store: 


This was their Song ... the Evening before. 

Virgins unwise ... had closed their eyes ... 

Yea, and the wise through sloth and frailty slumbered. 

"Twas the night before Christmas, when all through the house 


Not a creature was stirring, not even a mouse; 


The stockings were hung by the chimney with care, 
In hopes that St. Nicholas soon would be there. 
The children were nestled all snug in their beds, 
While visions of sugarplums danced in their heads; 
And mama in her ’kerchief, and I in my cap, 


Had just settled our brains for a long winter’s nap. 


Then, suddenly, the slumbering calm is shattered by a sound that 
rouses the sleepers, causing them to leap out of bed and run to the 
window: 


For at midnight brake forth a Light, which turn’d the night to day, 
And speedily an hideous cry did all the world dismay. 

Sinners awake, their hearts do ache, trembling their loins surprizeth; 
Amazed with fear, by what they hear each one of them ariseth. 
They rush from Beds with giddy heads, and to their windows run, 
When out on the lawn there arose such a clatter, 

I sprang from my bed to see what was the matter. 

Away to the window I flew like a flash, 


Tore open the shutters and threw up the sash. 


At the window they witness the arrival through the air of an 
unexpected supernatural visitor, accompanied by other magical 
creatures: 


Viewing this light, which shines more bright than doth the Noonday 
Sun. 


Straightway appears (they see’t with tears) the Son of God most 
dread; 


Who with his Train comes on amain to Judge both Quick and Dead. 


His winged Hosts flie through all coasts, together gathering 


Both good and bad, both quick and dead, and all to Judgment bring. 
The moon, on the breast of the new-fallen snow, 

Gave a luster of midday to objects below 

When, what to my wondering eyes should appear, 

But a miniature sleigh and eight tiny reindeer, 

With a little old driver so lively and quick 

I knew in a moment it must be St. Nick. 

More rapid than eagles his coursers they came, 


And he whistled and shouted and called them by name.... 


These parallels make the contrasts between the two poems all the 
more acute. In “The Day of Doom,” the supernatural visitor has 
come as a pitiless judge; he causes everyone to come before his 
“throne,” to separate those who can look forward to eternal 
happiness from those who are filled with the “dreadful expectation” 
of “endless pains and scalding flames.” In “A Visit from St. Nicholas” 
he is a jolly fellow who reassures his startled company that they 
have “nothing to dread,” and who departs from the house wishing 
happiness “to all.” 


I am not sure whether Moore read “The Day of Doom.” But so 
close are the parallels between the two poems that it is difficult to 
avoid speculating that the one was written with the other 
somewhere in mind. If so, then “The Day of Doom” constitutes 
another source of “A Visit from St. Nicholas.” 


What Moore has evoked, in any case, is Christmas without the 
prospect of judgment. Without such a prospect, St. Nicholas himself 
loses his authority—indeed, he loses his very identity as a bishop. 
And Moore’s lengthy physical description of St. Nicholas reinforces 
the point (such a description is not to be found in any of Moore’s 
sources, but here it takes up four of the poems fourteen stanzas): 
Santa’s eyes “twinkle,” his cheeks are “rosy,” his dimples “merry,” 
his mouth is “droll,” his figure “chubby and plump,” his manner 


“Jolly.” He is tiny—the size of an “elf.” His appearance and manner 
actually cause the narrator to laugh out loud “in spite of [him]self.” 


In every possible way, then, Moore’s St. Nicholas has lost his 
authority, his majesty, even his patrician dignity. He carries no 
bishop’s scepter. He is clothed not in a bishop’s red robes (despite 
the illustrations we may recall from modern editions of the poem) 
but in ordinary fur. This St. Nicholas is no bishop at all. He has 
effectively been defrocked. 


But not only has Moore defrocked St. Nicholas, he has declassed 
him, too. It is not only his authority that has vanished; his gentility 
is gone as well. Consider how St. Nicholas is pictured in the first 
illustrated edition of Moore’s poem, dating from 1848 (and probably 
issued with Moore’s approval). He looks like a plebeian, and that’s 
also how he is described in the text. Remember that Moore says “he 
looked like a pedlar”—“a pedlar just opening his pack”—something, 
that is, between a beggar and a petty tradesman. 


Tue Stump oF A PIPE 


And he smokes “the stump of a pipe.” Now, that little detail comes 
directly from Washington Irving—and from none of Moore’s other 
sources. Irving invariably associated St. Nicholas with a pipe. But 
there was a difference: That pipe was always referred to as a long 
pipe (indeed, flamboyantly long—in Irvings word, a “mighty” pipe). 
It is necessary to say something here about the history and 
politics of pipes, if only because Irving himself does so. Indeed, 
there is a chapter in Knickerbockers History that bears the title “Of 
the Pipe Plot.” This chapter has nothing to do with St. Nicholas; 
what it deals with is the moment at which New Amsterdam (that is, 
New York) was transformed from a community characterized by 
“ease, tranquillity, and sobriety of deportment” into “a meddlesome 
and factious” city. Irving associated this transformation with the 
Jeffersonian revolution of 1800, the same political upheaval in 
which “the mob, since called the sovereign people ... exhibited a 
strange desire of governing itself.” What happened, Irving reported, 


was that the citizens of New York organized themselves, for the first 
time, into two opposing parties. The terms Irving chose to identify 
these parties are intriguing: “[T]he more wealthy and important... 
formed a kind of aristocracy, which went by the appellation Long 
Pipes, while the lower orders ... were branded with the plebeian 
name of Short Pipes. ”47 


Plebeian St. Nicholas. This illustration appeared in the first book- 
length edition of “A Visit from St. Nicholas,” published in 1848 
under Moore’s name and almost certainly with his approval. 
(Courtesy, American Antiquarian Society) 


Long and Short Pipes. This engraving, used as the frontispiece to 
Irving’s Knickerbocker’s History, was drawn by the well-known 
American artist Washington Allston. The four men in front are 
gentlemen; three of them are smoking long pipes. The plebeian 
tavern-keeper standing at the far back is smoking a short pipe. 
(Courtesy, American Antiquarian Society) 


Clearly, Irving was suggesting that short pipes were associated 
with working-class radicalism in the early nineteenth century. Not 
surprisingly, his suggestion seems to have been accurate. A recent 
paper delivered by a historical archaeologist who has been studying 
artifacts from the boarding houses of the cotton mills in Lowell, 
Massachusetts, bears the improbable subtitle “Clay Pipes and Class 
Consciousness.” It seems that by the early nineteenth century, 
gentlemen smoked long pipes (some as much as two feet in length) 
known as “aldermen” or “church warderis;” workers smoked short 
pipes (or “cuddies”). It was not from economic necessity—that is, 
because short pipes happened to be cheaper—that working-class 


men (and women) smoked them; rather, they did so as a public 
gesture of class identity. In fact, the archaeological evidence (in the 
form of numerous broken-off pipe stems) suggests that workers 
often purchased longer pipes and then proceeded immediately, 
before smoking them, to break off the stems. The evidence seems 
compelling: Few of the broken-off stems recovered from the Lowell 
mills bear any telltale tooth marks.48 Workers chose to smoke “the 
stump of a pipe.” 

Which finally brings this excursion into literary history back into 
connection with social history, and the analysis of genteel 
mythology into connection with the social changes that helped to 
generate it. Remember what was actually happening in the streets of 
early-nineteenth-century New York during the Christmas season: the 
presence there of marauding bands of revelers who threatened 
peace and property, whose revelry often turned into riot, who used 
this annual opportunity to reclaim for themselves (if only 
symbolically) the fashionable residential territory that had recently 
become the private preserve of the well-to-do. Remember the 
example of John Pintard’s unsettling experience on New Year’s Eve 
in 1821, when he was kept awake until dawn by the noise of a 
callithumpian band that stayed outside his door. Remember Clement 
Clarke Moore’s own anxiety, during the same period, over the 
slicing up of his pastoral estate into city streets for rapid 
development, the result of a plebeian conspiracy of artisans and 
laborers. Remember that Moore wrote “A Visit from St. Nicholas” in 
1822, when the streets had just been dug and the development 
begun. 


Viewed from this angle, there is something resonant about the 
choices Moore made in writing his little poem. And especially about 
his decision to both “defrock” St. Nicholas and “declass” him, to 
take away his clerical authority and his patrician manner, and to 
represent him instead as a “plebeian.” Moore’s decision meant that 
his St. Nick resembles, after all, the kind of man who might have 
come to visit a wealthy New York patrician on Christmas Eve—to 


startle him out of his slumber with a loud “clatter” outside his door, 
perhaps even to enter his house, uninvited and unannounced. 


But there was one dramatic difference: The working-class visitor 
feared by the patrician would come in a different way, for a 
different purpose. Such a visitor would have inhabited that murky 
ground between old-style village wassailing and the new urban 
political violence. He would have been youthful and full-sized, not a 
tiny “old elf.” He would very likely have been part of a roving gang 
(perhaps a callithumpian band), not a single individual. He would 
have come to make all the noise he could rather than to speak “not 
a word;” to demand satisfaction, not to give it; to harass or threaten 
his host, not to reassure him that he “had nothing to dread.” And, if 
he had finally departed in a genial spirit, wishing (in familiar 
wassail fashion) a “happy Christmas to all, and to all a good night,” 
it would have been because he had received satisfaction, not because 
he had offered it. 


By contrast, the household visitor Moore portrays has come 
neither to threaten his genteel host nor to make any demands on his 
generosity. The narrator of “A Visit from St. Nicholas” is openly 
fearful when St. Nicholas first appears, but his fears have been 
assuaged by the time St. Nicholas departs. 


There is another real-life variation on this theme. The houses and 
shops of well-to-do men in large urban centers were guarded, as we 
have seen, by night watchmen, a kind of private police force. As it 
happens, these watchmen, like other menial workers of the period, 
took the Christmas season as a time to ask their wealthy patrons for 
tips. We know this because the watchmen’s ritual sometimes took 
the form of a printed broadside (much like the carriers’ addresses 
discussed in Chapter i). A few of these broadsides—watchman’s 
addresses, as they were known—have survived. All of them remind 
their wealthy readers of the sense of security their nocturnal 
vigilance has managed to provide, and all go on to beg a reward for 
their efforts. A particularly resonant watchman’s address was 
circulated in 1829 by the watchmen of the Philadelphia suburb of 


Southwark. Headed “Southwark Watchman’s Address for Christmas 
Day,” it went in part like this: 


... [W]hile you’re reposing in sleep’s fond embrace, 
Upon your rich soft downy bed, 

The Watchman, who’s one of your own fellow race, 
Sees clouds gathering thick o’er his head. 


This doth not affright him, his pathway is clear, 

To serve you, he’s ne’er seen to stray; 

To shield you from danger, and guard you from fear, 
Propels him alone on his way.... 


<=" 


WATCHMAN. 


3 well. 


“ Twelve o’clock at night, and all 


Watchman. The watchman is guarding a fenced-in New York estate 
at night. This illustration appeared in Cries of New-York, published 
in 1822, the same year that Clement Moore wrote “A Visit from St. 
Nicholas,” and was the work of Alexander Anderson, the illustrator 
who also executed John Pintard’s 1810 St. Nicholas broadside. 
(Courtesy, American Antiquarian Society) 


The ruffian at midnight is drove from your door, 
By the watch that is faithful and true; 
And this keeps in safety your house and your store; 


To him, then, is gratitude due. 


Here the watchman has reminded his patrons that he is protecting 
them in their “rich soft downy bed”—protecting them, indeed, from 
the “ruffian” who tries to enter in the middle of the night (and in 
the context of the Christmas season it is surely significant that the 
watchman has chosen to speak of a “ruffian” and not of a thief). He 
shields his prosperous patrons from danger and fear, to be sure. But 
he also makes demands of his own, demands that take the classic 
form of a wassail: 


Now to close, he wishes you health, to fare well; 


And your mite from him hope you won’t spare.*? 


On such occasions the watchman in effect turned the tables on his 
ordinary role, symbolically becoming the very personage from 
whom he is supposed to offer protection. As with any wassail there 
was always a veiled edge of threat behind the good wishes—and in 
this instance a miserly patron would surely be risking far more than 
a wet newspaper! 


But if “A Visit from St. Nicholas” spoke to the physical fears of its 
upper-class readers, it also addressed their moral guilt. What it 
suggested was that Santa Claus was one Christmas visitor to whom 
the patron owed no obligations, not even tips. This visitor asks for 
nothing, and by implication his host owes him nothing—an 
important point, if one is willing to believe that even as late as the 
1820s many patrician New Yorkers still felt a strong, if inchoate, 
obligation to be generous to the poor during the emotionally 
resonant holiday season. 


If Moore’s upper-class readers were to be comfortable at 
Christmastime, they needed to have at their disposal a class of 
dependents whose palpable expressions of goodwill would assure 
them that they had fulfilled their obligations after all. They did this 


in part by substituting their own children for the needy and 
homeless outside their household. In that way, as we have seen, 
they managed to preserve the structure of an older Christmas ritual, 
in which people occupying positions of social and economic 
authority offered gifts to their dependents. The children in their own 
households had replaced the poor outside it as the symbolic objects 
of charity and deference, and the gratitude those children displayed 
at present-opening time was a re-creation of the old Christmas 
exchange—gifts for goodwill. The ritual of social inversion was still 
there, but it now remained securely within the household. 


Still, that change could easily have been implemented without 
transforming St. Nicholas from a bishop and a patrician into a 
plebeian (indeed, it could have been achieved without introducing 
St. Nicholas into the picture at all). By representing him as a 
plebeian, Moore allowed something else to happen, and it’s a 
fascinating transformation. Without losing his role as the bringer of 
gifts, St. Nicholas has taken on an additional function: that of a 
grateful, nonthreatening old-style dependent. In the first of these 
roles (as gift-bringer), St. Nicholas is purely imaginary—a fiction 
devised for children, a private joke among adults (more about that 
in a moment). In the second role (as grateful dependent), he is 
imaginary in a different way, and only in part—a fiction devised for 
adults, and hardly as a joke; and imaginary only to the degree that, 
say, the old Dutch yeomanry nostalgically described by Washington 
Irving in “Rip Van Winkle” or Knickerbockers History were 
imaginary, or the loyal peasants that Irving presented in his 
“Bracebridge Hall” stories. Like those fictional characters, Moore’s 
St. Nicholas may not have existed; but (in this second role) he, too, 
was based on a real-life prototype that meant a great deal to the 
upper-class New Yorkers who very much wished to believe that he 
did still exist. 


In this way, Moore managed to evoke what had eluded his fellow 
Knickerbockers, Washington Irving and John Pintard, in their own 
efforts to recapture the spirit of Christmas past: that is, the 
integration of the social classes in a scene of shared festivity where 


the poor posed no threat and gratefully accepted their place. Moore 
did this by replacing the cheerful poor of cherished memory not just 
with the children of the household but also with the magical figure 
of St. Nicholas himself. With this tricky maneuver Moore managed 
to transform what had been merely archaic and sentimental (and 
also patronizing to the poor) into something that can be called 
mythic. 

In order to negotiate that transformation, to create that myth, 
Moore had to make the two simple yet crucial changes I have 
described: He had to present St. Nicholas as a figure who would 
evoke in his hearers and readers a working-class image (and not a 
patrician one) and also as a figure who would act the patrician’s 
part (and not the worker’s). He had to present St. Nicholas in the 
role of a bishop, but without a bishop’s authority to stand in 
judgment. In short, Moore had to present St. Nicholas as both a 
bishop and a worker—but without either the power of the one or 
the animosity of the other. 


He had to devote fully one-third of his poem to offering the 
reassurance that the people who received visits from this figure of 
the night would have “nothing to dread.” St. Nicholas first offers 
that reassurance by giving “a wink of his eye and a twist of his 
head.” And a little later, when he has filled all the stockings and is 
about to depart, he turns abruptly to face the narrator—the head of 
the household, or, in other words, us, the reader—and places his 
finger “aside of his nose.” This is a meaningless phrase today, but in 
the late eighteenth and early nineteenth century the gesture seems 
to have represented the equivalent of a secret wink—a visual way of 
saying something like “Shh! ’'m only kidding” or “Let’s keep it 
between the two of us.”5° In the illustration, the man seated on the 
left is making this very gesture to the man on the right, who is 
laughing so hard at the other man’s joke that he has dropped his 
long pipe. In fact, the source of Santa’s gesture in “A Visit from St. 
Nicholas” was a passage in Irving’s Knickerbocker’s History, a passage 
in which St. Nicholas appears in a dream to a character named Van 
Kortland. The dream concludes with these words: “And when St. 


Nicholas had smoked his pipe, he twisted it in his hat-band, and 
laying his finger beside his nose, gave the astonished Van Kortland a 
very significant look, then, mounting his wagon, he returned over the 
tree-tops and disappeared” [italics added]. Since Moore was 
obviously alluding to this very passage, St. Nicholas’ gesture in his 
poem, too, can be understood as a signal to the narrator (and to all 
adult readers of the poem): This is all a dream. As if to say: “We 
know I don’t exist, but let’s keep that between you and me!” 


1863 Santa. In this, the first of many pictures of Santa Claus drawn 
by noted American cartoonist Thomas Nast, Santa still looks rather 

plebeian, and he is smoking a short pipe. (Courtesy, Harvard College 
Library) 


1881 Santa. Thomas Nast drew this, his most famous Santa Claus 
picture, in 1881. Now Santa is holding a very long pipe, and he has 
grown fat and avuncular—imagine this Santa trying to fit into a 
chimney! This is pretty much the way Santa Claus has remained to 
the present day. (Courtesy, Harvard College Library) 


Back To THE FuTuRE 


All a dream. For the upper-class New Yorkers who collectively 
“invented” Christmas, Moore’s quiet little achievement was 
especially resonant. It offered a Christmas scenario that took a 
familiar ritual (the exchange of generosity for goodwill) and 
transfigured it with a symbolic promise to release them from both 
the fear of harm and the pressure of guilt. A generation earlier, one 
might argue, the parents of these men were sufficiently in control of 
their social world not to require such a catharsis. A generation later 
their children were sufficiently purged of a sense of direct social 
obligation not to require it any longer. 

By then, in any case, “A Visit from St. Nicholas” would be taking 
on new meanings. Santa Claus himself would lose his plebeian 
character as time passed, and as the poem (and the new kind of 


holiday it helped create) was taken over by the middle classes and 
even by the poor themselves. In the years to come, even the visual 
image of Santa Claus would change. Still “plebeian” in the 1840s, 
Santa and his “team” soon cease to be portrayed as a miniature 
(“eight tiny reindeer,” a “miniature sleigh,” and a “jolly old elf”). He 
becomes full-sized, even large. His beard turns into the full gray 
beard of the late-Victorian bourgeoisie. He appears increasingly 
avuncular. And, in the hands of Thomas Nast, the famous cartoonist 
who was responsible for much of this change, over a period of 
eighteen years even his pipe grows long once again. Still, for all 
these changes, Santa Claus recovers none of the episcopal dignity 
that Clement Moore took from him in 1822. Between being a jolly 
plebeian elf and a jolly fat uncle, the real St. Nicholas would surely 
have found it difficult to choose. 


The versatile saint would be put to other uses, too. The late 
nineteenth century was a period of vexing religious doubt for many 
middle-class Americans, and one characteristic solution was to think 
that God must exist simply because people so badly needed Him to; 
without God, human life would be simply unendurable. It should 
not be too surprising that this rather elegiac Victorian argument 
came to be applied to Santa Claus as well: In 1897, in reply to an 
inquiry posed by a young reader whose “little friends” had told her 
that Santa Claus did not exist, the New York Sun printed what was 
destined to become a classic editorial. “Yes, Virginia, there is a 
Santa Claus,” the editorial began. It was written by the newspaper’s 
religious-affairs reporter, and its language and tone selfconsciously 
mirror that of late-Victorian popular theology. “Virginia, your little 
friends are wrong,” the reporter insisted, explaining that “[t]hey 
have been affected by the skepticism of a skeptical age.” And he 
went on to stake out terrain that many of his adult readers would 
have found familiar from sermons they heard in church: “Alas! how 
dreary would be the world if there were no Santa Claus,” the 
reporter argued. “There would be no childlike faith then, no poetry, 
no romance to make tolerable this existence.” And he concluded: 
“No Santa Claus? Thank God, he lives and he lives forever.”5! 


Ciement Moore wrote “A Visit from St. Nicholas” on what might be 
called the cusp of his life. The expansion of New York affected him 
in a direct way, breaking up his estate into city blocks. Before 
around 1820 he viewed this change as a threat, and protested it 
accordingly. But thereafter Moore adopted a different strategy. He 
stopped protesting the new conditions and began instead to protect 
his economic and social position by systematically controlling the 
development of the Chelsea district. As early as 1818, he donated an 
entire city block adjacent to his own house for the construction of 
an Episcopal theological seminary (the institution in which he later 
became a professor of Hebrew and ancient languages). And he gave 
another large parcel for a new and very elegant Episcopal church, 
St. Peters.52 By doing this, Moore was able to protect the value of 
his remaining holdings in Chelsea. And during the following years 
he consciously controlled the development of those holdings, by 
leasing lots rather than selling them and by including restrictive 
covenants in the deeds he gave to builders.53 Under Moore’s careful 
direction, Chelsea became for a time a fashionable district, an oasis 
of respectability on New York’s West Side. 


As a great Manhattan landowner, Clement Moore played a part in 
the emergence of a new urban landscape, a landscape that stratified 
and segregated the city by wealth and class, and in which housing 
itself became a commodity.54 What I have tried to suggest in this 
chapter is less easy to prove: that Moore helped to bring about a 
parallel change on the American cultural landscape, in the role for 
which he is best known to most Americans today—as the poet of 
Christmas Eve. If such a reading is correct, it was that which 
constituted his most important contribution to the history of 
American capitalism. 


* A fascinating equivalent to the Knickerbockers’ invention of Santa Claus (and all in the 
guise of continuing a venerated old tradition) is to be found in an unlikely arena: the early 
history of the game of baseball. The American national pastime, like the American 
Christmas, was invented in New York—and less than a generation later. Astonishingly, the 


earliest extant description of a baseball match, in a press account dating from 1845, 


referred to this newly devised sport as a “time-honored game”! But a clue that may help 
explain that phrase is to be found in the name of the best-known baseball club from this 
early period of the sport: formed in 1846, this New York team was known as the 
“Knickerbockers.” (The account of the 1845 match, printed in the New York Morning News, 
was unearthed only in 1990; it antedates by one year the earliest previously known report 


of a baseball game. The discovery was a front-page story in the New York Times, October 4, 
1990.) 


CuHapter 3 


The Parlor and the Street 


Tue Battie ror Santa Craus 


Santa Claus and Alcohol in New York 


uRING THE 1822 Christmas season, the very season during which 

Clement Moore was writing “A Visit from St. Nicholas,” a 

New York newspaper editor proposed that one aspect of the 
local holiday celebration be reformed. As we have seen from the 
experience of John Pintard, many respectable New York men during 
the 1820s spent part of their New Year’s Day in paying visits to the 
homes of their circle of acquaintances. There they were received by 
the women of the household, who were expected to serve them food 
and drink—alcoholic drink. For example, that same season another 
New York newspaper published without comment a notice from an 
anonymous group of “unmarried gentlemen,” noting their 
expectation that the ladies they visited would serve them “large 
quantities of cake and wine, rum jelly and hot punch.”! 


The reforming editor, a Federalist named William Leete Stone, 
called for a stop to the serving of alcohol in the course of these New 
Year’s Day visits. “A cup of good coffee” would be an “excellent 
substitute,” he suggested, a token of hospitality that would serve to 
“tranquilize the excesses of the young.”2 


Stone’s suggestion met with a barrage of public ridicule. (This was 
several years before the emergence of a temperance movement in 
the United States.) One man—he did not provide his name but 


identified himself as a former sheriff of the county—wrote an 
especially pointed rejoinder. This sheriff embroidered a lengthy 
account of his usual sequence of visits, visits to homes where he had 
always counted on being greeted with “gaiety and hospitality”—but 
at every stop he was now greeted only with a cup of coffee. When 
he declined one such offer by telling his hostess that he had 
“Dreakfasted already,’” he was told that “‘this is not intended as 
breakfast—Mr. Stone, of the Commercial, recommends coffee as a 
substitute for wine or cordial.” And so it went throughout the 
morning. “Oh, sir,” said one of his hostesses, ““’tis all the rage now 
—wine and cordial heat the blood, while coffee warms and 
stimulates without producing deleterious effects.’ ‘So it does, ma’am, 
at breakfast, but at this hour I would prefer a glass of raspberry 
[cordial] and a cooky, vulgar as it may appear.’”” Even at the house 
of a good friend, a house “where gaiety and hospitality were ever 
united,” the sheriff encountered only “a neat gilt china cup, filled 
with coffee, presented to me by a beautiful young lady.” “‘Surely 
you will not refuse any thing I offer you,’ said the lady, with a 
bewitching smile, and with some tenderness in it....”. When he 
continued to protest, she added: “‘But, sir, ’tis recommended in the 
newspapers by Mr. Stone.’...” 
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At last the sheriff gave up and decided instead “to visit some of 
the Hotels—the landlords having thrown open their doors with their 
usual hospitality.” At one of these—“our old friend Niblo’s”—there 
was, “as usual, good fare and a hearty welcome.” Another hotelier 
provided “such a display of wines and delicacies [as] has never been 
surpassed in this city.” At length the sheriff entered a third hotel, 
and there he encountered an unexpected guest: “[W]ho should I see 
seated at the table, and up to his elbows in good things, but my 
coffee-drinking friend Stone.” The sheriff looked around the table, 
“and thank heaven not a cup of coffee was to be seen. Stone was so 
intent on eating cold round [of beef] and turkey, and washing it 
down with large draughts of old Madeira, that he saw nobody, and 
if it had not been cruel to have check’d this terminal gratification of 


his appetite, I certainly should have been tempted to have gone up 
to him, and said, ‘Stone, how are you off for coffee?” 


The sheriff took pains to show that he knew all about holiday 
rowdiness, too, and that it did not bother him very much. Indeed, he 
wrote with more affection than anger about the antics of working- 
class men on New Year’s Eve. Such behavior was nothing more than 
part of the standard “ceremonies and jolifications [sic]” of the 
occasion. It was hardly surprising that those New Yorkers sometimes 
chose to go on “what they called a spree.” Some of them “went forth 
with bands of music to serenade their friends, but the most 
mischievous amused themselves by knocking on doors, displacing 
signs, knocking down the watchmen, firing crackers and pistols, and 
snow balling the frail fair ones of the city....” About twenty of the 
revelers were jailed for the night, but even incarceration failed to 
dampen their spirits: In the jailhouse itself “[t]hey snapped their 
fingers, danced waltzes, whistled loud and shrill, and sang glees and 
catches.” Nor did the magistrate who tried their case early the next 
morning seem troubled by their offenses, for, as the sheriff 
concluded, “in consideration of the day, [he] discharged them all, 
with suitable admonitions, and without requiring any fees [i.e., 
fines].” 


It was an interesting account. The sheriff presented himself as a 
man who reached easily across class lines and was equally at ease in 
the drawing room of a “splendid mansion,” a boisterous public 
house, and even a jail. Actually, the only people who seemed to 
bother him were reformers (like Colonel Stone) and fashionable 
women. In that sense, his little story is about gender and class. 
Women are the purveyors of fashion who portend the decline of real 
hospitality in the form of good food and drink; the sheriff must go to 
a “public house” (run and attended by men) in order to eat and 
drink properly. He takes pains to let his readers know that he is not 
bothered by working-class drinking and rowdiness. The real social 
threat (however humorously it is posed) comes from emerging 
middle-class reforms, represented by Stone’s editorial appeal for 
coffee instead of alcohol—and it is women who read and act on this 


advice, turning even the homes of old friends into cold comfort. (As 
the decades passed and the temperance movement emerged and 
spread, other newspaper editors tried to rally women to the 
antidrinking cause. Almost every New Year’s during the 1840s, for 
example, Horace Greeley used his paper, the New York Tribune, to 
persuade women to remove alcohol from their tables.) 


Resistance to the reform of the Christmas season thus came from 
above as well as below. Men of a similar stripe to the sheriff actually 
tried to claim Santa Claus himself as an ally in the cause of old- 
fashioned hospitality. Two years earlier, in 1820, a New York 
newspaper printed a poem about Santa in which the “good St. 
Nicholas” had “just come from Amsterdam / To give the New-years 
maids their cakes, / And Pinester lads their drams.” The poem then 
proceeded to address the “lads” directly: 


Much to this Saint you owe 
For eggs, and nuts, and pies, and crulls, 


And whyskey’s jovial flow. 


Nor was this all. On January 4, 1828 (five years after Clement 
Clarke Moore had written “A Visit from St. Nicholas,” and during 
the very Christmas season in which his poem began to be widely 
printed in newspapers around the nation), at least two New York 
newspapers printed another poem, this one bearing the title “Ode to 
Saint Claas, Written on New Year’s Eve.”4 The author of this 1828 
poem signed himself “Rip Van Dam” (a sure indication that he was 
not of Dutch ancestry) and insisted, in an introductory note, that he 
had written his poem only because, “[s]o far as I know, nothing in 
the way of honourable commendation hath been sung in this city of 
honest Dutch Burghers, to the thrice-blessed Saint Nicholaas—the 
saint of all saints, and king of good fellows.” That claim may have 
been a dig at Moore’s poem, because the figure of “Saint Claas” he 
presented—“king of good fellows”—was a far cry from Moore’s. To 
be sure, “Rip Van Dam’s” figure is chubby and jolly, and he, too, 
“fills every stocking” with little treats: “Apples, and nuts, and sugar- 


plums, / Grateful to little urchin’s gums ... new suits for girls and 
boys, / Pretty books and prettier toys.” 


But that was not all this St. Nicholas brought. The very next verse 
promised other treats of a very different order: “Mull’d cider, cherry 
bounce, [and] spic’d rum, / Jolly Saint, O hither come!” And the 
poet went on to fantasize about joining Santa in a drunken orgy: 


Come then with thy merry eye, 
And let us bouse it [i.e., booze it] till we die! 
Come and o’er my thirsty soul 


Floods of smoking glasses roll! 


This Santa Claus was an “imp” who would “frisk about” and 
encourage his charges (no doubt emboldened by drink) to dance and 
perform “merry pranks.” (Only one such “prank” is named, but it 
suggests what this writer had in mind: “[M]aidens” would approach 
their male companions to “seek” a “kiss.”) This Santa Claus was no 
other than the Lord of Misrule, master of the Christmas carnival: 


A little short, thick, lusty, “whoreson,”” rover, 


Rolling about the room full half seas over.> 


“Rip Van Dam” himself acknowledged that this lusty and drunken 
“whoreson” of a Santa was on the way out, a figure of the past, 
merely a nostalgic symbol. “Fashions” were changing, he lamented: 


And all the good of olden times 

Is lost, save in old fashioned rhymes; 
While cold hard-hearted revelry 
Usurps the place of heartfelt glee.... 


Only a faithful few had kept to the old traditions: 


Though good old customs long have flown, 
And few thy honest sway will own, 

Still will I bow the reverent knee, 

And shout Saint Claas, all hail to thee! 


Of course, it was Clement Moore and not “Rip Van Dam” whose 
representation of Santa Claus carried the day. Nor, given the new 
patterns of holiday violence, should that be surprising. Indeed, the 
very day that the “Ode to St. Claas” appeared, the same newspaper 
carried a shocked report about an especially violent callithumpian 
New Year’s Eve parade in which more than a thousand “persons of 
all ages” marched down “many of the principal streets of the city” 
committing “outrageous” acts. The mob 


moved from one end of the city to the other, making the most hideous noises, 
committing many excesses, and for several hours in succession, disturbing 
neighborhoods where they thought proper to become in some measure 
stationary, to such a degree that sleep and rest, for the sick or for the well, 
were entirely destroyed. No nocturnal tumult or disturbance that we have 
ever witnessed, was in any measure equal to this. We understand that 
wherever the watch offered to interfere for the purpose of preventing 
mischief, they were either overpowered, or intimidated by numbers, and the 
mob had undisputed possession of the streets until a very late hour in the 


night. 


The newspaper demanded that the authorities take aggressive 
action to prevent any recurrence of such “outrages.” And it asserted 
that alcohol was the proximate cause: “Such a multitude of persons, 
assembled together for an unlawful purpose, when maddened with 
liquor, and conscious of their force, will, after a very few more 
experiments, be guilty of the greatest atrocities.” Most important of 
all, the account concluded, the public should not dismiss these 
events by viewing them through the lens of seasonal ritual, as high 
jinks that had to be tolerated. “It is in vain to wink at such excesses, 
merely because they occur at a season of festivity. A license of this 
description will soon turn festivals of joy, into regular periods of 
fear to the inhabitants, and will end in scenes of riot, intemperance, 
and bloodshed.” What had taken place was not a matter of letting 
off steam at Christmas; it was a criminal mob, and—here the editor 
hinted at the presence of underlying economic issues—a mob not 
only “stimulated by drink” but also “enkindled by resentment.” Left 


to itself, it would soon commit “the most outrageous offenses 
without reflection, and without remorse.” 


Remember that this report appeared in the same newspaper that 
simultaneously printed “Rip Van Dam’s” ode to the drinking Santa 
Claus. But by now an alternative was beginning to emerge. The 
other newspaper that printed Van Dam’s poem that year also began 
to deal with Christmas in a new way, as a family holiday. (In 
previous years that paper had casually printed verses about 
Christmas revelry.) The paper published two holiday items in its 
December 28, 1827, issue: an editorial that termed Christmas “a 
festival sacred to domestic enjoyments” and a reprint of a passage 
from Washington Irvings “Bracebridge Hall” sketches that described 
how Christmas evoked “the pure element of domestic felicity.”” And 
the following year, in 1828, the same paper carried an account of 
the Christmas celebration in New York, an account that stressed 
sobriety, and associated it with Santa Claus himself: “Merry 
Christmas’ was celebrated yesterday joyously and soberly in our 
goodly Dutch city,” this account began. But it continued by 
acknowledging that New York was “Dutch no longer” and had 
become a multiethnic city with “new houses and new names.” Even 
so, the report insisted, the ancient Dutch Christmas traditions had 
managed to remain in place among the new immigrant groups: 
“(T]he olden festivities retain their hold, and the good St. Nicholas 
is adopted into the calendar of all the nations that congregate in 
this, his faithful city; and makes glad the hearts of merry urchins of 
the various tongues and kindreds that now call New-York—home. ”8 


It is no coincidence that the previous year’s callithumpian riot had 
been perpetrated largely by immigrants. It is no coincidence that the 
editor now chose to associate the Santa Claus ritual with a “sober” 
Christmas, and made that ritual serve as an instrument of cultural 
assimilation for “the various tongues and kindreds that now call 
New-York—home.” It is no coincidence that the same newspaper 
had previously recognized that heavy drinking was an integral part 
of the holiday season, and that in 1829 it would demand that 


alcohol be eliminated. It is no coincidence, in short, that Clement 
Clarke Moore’s Santa Claus beat out Rip Van Dam’s. 


This is not to say that the rowdy Christmas season simply 
disappeared or even diminished. A domestic Santa Claus did not 
obliterate other modes of celebrating the holiday (indeed, it still has 
not). On New Year’s Eve, 1839-40, one ailing visitor to the city was 
kept awake by “revelers, making frightful noises.” This visitor, Eliza 
Folien, reported that the lights in her sickroom “attracted the 
attention of some rioters in the street; they stopped under the 
window and screamed ‘Happy New Year!’ with what seemed to me 
the voices of fiends, the sound was so frightful.” For that matter, a 
domestic Santa Claus did not wholly extinguish other versions of St. 
Nicholas himself. Just a week before Follen’s unpleasant experience, 
a New York theater advertised a Christmas-night performance of a 
“new pantomime got up for the occasion, called ‘Santiclaus, or the 
orgies of St. Nicholas.’”19 


To read the city’s newspapers at mid-century is to encounter 
upbeat editorials about Christmas shopping and the joyous 
expectations of children juxtaposed with unsettling reports of 
holiday drunkenness and rioting. A couple of examples will tell the 
story. On December 26, 1840, a party of German-Americans (they 
were “engaged in fiddling, dancing, and making night hideous with 
their discordant din”) engaged in a serious street battle with the 
police in which twenty-five people were arrested. But on the same 
day, the paper announced that “the holidays are at hand—the merry 
days to which childhood and youth look forward throughout the 
year with such anticipation and delight....” The “holidays,” as this 
report defined them, were domestic and child-centered: “Santiclaus 
is about making his annual visit to our world-renowned Dutch city.” 
And the holidays were commercial: “[T]he display of all sorts of 
presents is striking,” the paper boasted. “The various shops and 
establishments, whose special province it is to minister to the supply 
of Christmas wants, exhibit no lack of accustomed temptations.” 


In 1839 the New York Herald made it clear that this was the only 
decent choice: “Let all avoid taverns and grog shops for a few days 


at least, and spend their money at home.” In that way men would be 
sure “to make glad upon one day, the domestic hearth, the virtuous 
wife, the innocent, smiling, merry-hearted children, and the blessed 
mother.” “Christmas,” the editorial concluded, “is the most 
hallowed season of the whole year.”!1! 


Not for everyone. In 1848 George Templeton Strong was able to 
note casually that Christmas was “essentially an indoor and 
domestic festival,” but when he took an omnibus to go shopping 
that same day, he noted that “[t]he driver was drunk and the 
progress of the vehicle was like that of a hippopotamus.”!2 Two 
years later, with accounts of Santa Claus and Christmas shopping 
plastered lavishly throughout the pages of the Tribune, gangs of 
youths were still roaming the streets at Christmas, making trouble 
wherever they went. By this time the gangs even had names, such as 
“(t]he Short Boys, Swill Boys, Rock Boys, Old Maid Boys, Holy Ch— 
s, and other bands of midnight prowlers [who] should have been in 
state prison long ago.”!3 New Year’s Eve, 1851-52, was ushered into 
the city by what the Tribune termed “a Saturnalia of discord, by 
Callithumpian and Cowbellian bands, by musketry and fire-crackers, 
by bacchanal songs and noisy revels, which for two hours after 
midnight made sleep not a thing to be dreamed of.” One man was 
arrested “for entering, uninvited, the house of Philip Herring, during 
his absence, and insulting his wife.” And a group of about 150 men 
(most of them apparently Irish, and all of them drunk) invaded a 
fashionable Broadway restaurant and systematically destroyed the 
furniture, threw food and dishes around the place, and finally 
(before the police arrived) assaulted the owner, his wife, and their 
staff. All in all, upwards of one hundred men were arrested that 
night “for entering residences in which they never were before, and 
where they knew not a soul, and after eating and drinking without 
molestation to their hearts’ content, maliciously breaking decanters, 
dishes, scattering the provisions about the premises, and not content 
with that, in many instances breaking windows, doors, and 
behaving more like fiends than like men.”!4 
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Santa Claus’ Quadrilles. The cover to a piece of sheet music 
published in New York in 1846. This Santa Claus is beardless and 
youthful, apparently a merry bachelor. He is playing the fiddle as he 
dances on a New York chimneytop. (The picture was drawn by an 
artist who went by the name “Spoodlyks.”) (Courtesy, American 
Antiquarian Society) 


At the heart of all this disorder, the Tribune reiterated, was the 
prevalence of alcohol during the Christmas season: “In the Eleventh 
Ward an unusual number of men were arrested for drunkenness, 
creating a mob, exciting a riot, insulting females, and other offenses 


to which men of low breeding, when intoxicated, are addicted.” 
Such behavior was abetted by certain business establishments; local 
bars actually served drinks gratis on Christmas Day, in a holdover 
from the old English custom demanded of innkeepers (which was 
itself a variant of the tradition by which the gentry held “open 
house” for their dependents). The results, Horace Greeley reported, 
were obnoxious: 


The first flash of morning discovered the liquor shops in full operation, with 
wassail bowls of smoking punch, and “medicine” of all sorts, free as water. 
This dangerous and wicked temptation was the means of setting a great many 
young men and boys in a state of crazy intoxication long before noon. As early 
as 10 o’clock we saw, in Broadway, between the Park and Broome-st., about a 
dozen parties of boys, each numbering from four to ten persons, nearly every 
one grossly drunk, and four fellows, in as many parties, entirely helpless, and 
being dragged along by neck and heels by their hardly less drunk 


companions. !° 


What had changed, then, was not that the rowdier ways of 
celebrating Christmas had disappeared, or even that they had 
diminished, but that a new kind of holiday celebration, domestic 
and child-centered, had been fashioned and was now being claimed 
as the “real” Christmas.!© The rest of it—public drunkenness and 
threats or acts of violence, “rough music”—had been redefined as 
crime, “making night hideous.” In part, this was accomplished 
through institutional means (in 1828 New York introduced a 
professional police force to replace the private “watch” that had 
failed to control the previous year’s callithumpian riot). And in part 
it was accomplished through the manipulation of language itself. 
Henceforth, newspaper stories about Santa Claus would appear 
under the heading “Christmas,” while stories about callithumpian 
activities would be relegated to the police column. In the 
terminology of a later age, those activities would be marginalized. 


Belsnickles and Burlesquers in Philadelphia 


Santa Claus came to Pennsylvania, too, in the 1820s. But there he 
encountered a rival figure, a somewhat scarier personage associated 
with the Germanic culture that pervaded much of the state. That 
figure, whose features are already familiar to us, was commonly 
known as the Belsnickle. (The term is a variant of the German 
phrase Pelz-nickle—that is, “St. Nicholas in Fur.”) I do not know 
when or how the term was first used (it may not have come into 
usage until the 1820s, when Santa Claus himself was emerging). But 
it was almost certainly based on an older German figure, commonly 
known as Knecht Ruprecht (that is, “Rupert the Servant”). The 
British writer Samuel Taylor Coleridge encountered Knecht 
Ruprecht during a 1798 visit to Ratzeburg, a village in the northern 
part of Germany. Knecht Ruprecht was a man outfitted in “high 
buskins, a white robe, a mask, and an enormous flax wig”—in other 
words, he was burlesquing the dress of a gentleman. On Christmas 
night this figure 


goes round to every house and says, that Jesus Christ his master sent him 
thither—the parents and elder children receive him with great pomp of 
reverence, while the little ones are most terribly frightened—He then 
enquires for the children, and according to the character which he hears from 
the parent, he gives them the intended present as if they came out of heaven 
from Jesus Christ.—Or, if they should have been bad children, he gives the 
parents a rod, and in the name of his master recommends them to use it 


frequently.!7 


In contrast to Santa Claus, who was never actually seen, the roles 
of both Knecht Ruprecht and the Belsnickle were performed by real 
people—generally men of the lower orders, who went around town 
in disguise. (The disguises varied, but they were always ornate and 
often involved wearing a wig.) 


What Coleridge encountered resembles only the most carefully 
regulated form this practice took in Pennsylvania. Here the 
Belsnickle would offer small gifts (usually of food) to good children 
and intimidate ill-behaved children by threatening to hit them (or 
actually doing so) with a rod or a whip as they reached for the gifts 


he had brought. A Philadelphia newspaper reported one such 
appearance in 1827—by which time the Belsnickle was already 
being compared to Santa Claus. It is interesting to note that this 
Belsnickle was made up in blackface: 


Mr. Bellschniggle is a visible personage.... He is the precursor of the jolly old 
elf “Christkindle,” or “St. Nicholas,” and makes his personal appearance, 
dressed in skins or old clothes, his face black, a bell, a whip, and a pocket full 
of cakes or nuts; and either the cakes or the whip are bestowed upon those 


around, as may seem meet to his sable majesty.18 


In this form the Belsnickle, although an intruder, would serve to 
reinforce the authority of the householders he visited. (Indeed, at 
least one father assumed the role himself.19) But it is clear that 
Belsnickling, like most rituals, was profoundly malleable. The 
Belsnickle might snap his whip at a child who had behaved well, or 
a whole group of Belsnickles might visit a house together. Often the 
Belsnickle frightened the parents as well as the children.2° 


In fact, Belsnickles frequently struck those they visited as 
unsavory (perhaps because they were frequently played by men of 
the lower orders). James L. Morris, a shopkeeper from Morgantown, 
Pennsylvania, described them in his diary in 1831 as “horrid 
frightful looking objects.” In 1842 Morris recorded his impressions 
at greater length: 


Christmas Eve—a few “belsnickels” or “kriskinckles” were prowling about 
this evening frightening the women and children, with their uncouth 
appearance—made up of cast-off garments made particolored with patches, a 
false face, a shaggy head of tow, or rather wig, falling profusely over the 
shoulders and finished out by a most patriarchal beard of whatsoever foreign 


[material] that could possibly be pressed into such service.2! 


Belsnickles could wreak mischief, as they did in Potts town, 
Pennsylvania, in 1826, where for several nights running one or 
more of them left a “wreck of lumber that is strewed through our 
streets and blockading the doors generally every morning”: 


a complete bridge built across the street, principally composed of old barrels, 
hogsheads, grocery boxes, wheelbarrows, harrows, plows, wagon and cart 
wheels. It is reported that he nearly demolished a poor woman’s house in one 


of the back streets a few nights ago.... 


Despite the damage this Belsnickle did, the phrasing of this report 
suggests that he was seen as a mere prankster: 


He performs these tricks incog, or otherwise he would be arrested long since 
by the public authorities, who are on the alert; but it will take a swift foot 
and a strong arm to apprehend him while he is in full power of his 


bellsnickelship, as he then can evade mortal ken....22 


Like wassailers and mummers, Belsnickles often took on the role 
of beggars, visiting houses (and shops) to demand rather than offer 
gifts. This may very well have been the reason that four or five of 
them visited James L. Morris’s store in 1842 and once again in 
1844, when Morris noted that “[s]lome 4 or five hideous and 
frightful looking mortals came into the store dressed out in fantastic 
rags and horrid faces.” These Belsnickles were probably coming for 
gifts. In 1851 several “processions” of them in Norristown, “arrayed 
in all their fantastic costumes, ... paid their annual visit to the 
shopkeepers and citizens, soliciting the ‘good things’ and rendering 
an equivalent in caricaturing the sable sons of our soil” (in other 
words, they too were performing in blackface). They were still 
begging in the 1870s. This was the case in Lancaster, for instance, 
where “[t]he old custom of playing ‘Bellsnickle’ was renewed in our 
midst, and we heard perhaps half a dozen parties, dressed in 
hideous disguise, going about on Christmas eve from house to 
house, and entering without so much as ‘by your leave’;” or in 
Carlisle, where in the same year “[t]here were numbers of bell- 
snickles going from house to house in quest of cakes, wine, apples, 
or whatever else the good housewife might place at their disposal, 
large boys and small boys....” (In the latter instance they were 
dressed in women’s clothes, “burlesquing the ruling fashions among 
the ladies.”)23 


The examples above make it clear that youths and boys were 
playing the Belsnickle role themselves, thus reverting to the 
“original” structure of the ritual. In Reading, in 1851, “juvenile 
harlequins were running from house to house, scattering nuts, 
confections, consternation, and amusement in their way.” Or in 
Norristown, where in 1853 “[s]illy children parade[d] the streets 
dressed in hideous masks.” Or in Easton, in 1858, where “[t]he ‘bell- 
snickels’ were ... a most attractive feature on the streets ... as there 
seemed to be a general feeling among the juveniles ... to 
participate....”24 But these youthful Belsnickles were frequently a 
source of annoyance rather than amusement, as in Pottstown, where 
the local newspaper was not amused in 1873: 


Pottstown was full of “bell-snickles” on Christmas Eve, young chaps with 
their faces blacked, with masks, and dressed in all kinds of outlandish styles. 
These fellows, with their ugly mugs, visited the hotels, stores, shops, and in 
many instances private dwellings, and went through their monkeyish 
grimaces, and annoyed people with their horrible attempts at singing, making 
themselves odious throughout the town generally. This “bell-snickle” 
business, which is becoming more of a rough and rowdyish observance of the 


Christmas season each year, might as well be omitted altogether.25 


A malleable ritual, as I have said. But there is a pattern behind it 
all. Whether the part was played by a grown man or a child, and 
whether he acted as the donor of gifts or as a beggar, the Belsnickle 
always used his costume and his manner as a means of intimidating 
those he visited, a way of taking on an air of mock authority over 
the rest of the community. Young people had traditionally been just 
another part of the lower orders, so that it was socially natural for 
them to step outside the constraints of their normal roles by 
imitating what other plebeians were doing. And it was a thin line— 
and probably more of a terminological distinction than a historical 
one—that divided a Belsnickle from a mummer, a callithumpian, or 
simply a hoodlum. (On the other side of the cultural ledger, 
Belsnickles were frequently referred to as “Christkindle,” “Kriss 
Kringle,” or even “Santa Claus.”) The particular term may have been 


a matter of local or even personal preference. But whatever he was 
called then, or termed now, the Belsnickle remained a Lord of 
Misrule. 


There seem to be virtually no records of Belsnickles in 
Philadelphia itself. But this too may be partly a matter of 
terminology, since the city (in contrast to much of the Pennsylvania 
backcountry) was not dominated by German-Americans. And in 
Philadelphia, as in New York, the disorder that was associated with 
figures of misrule took on a tone of greater menace. 


Susan G. Davis, who examined this aspect of Christmas in 
Philadelphia in an important 1984 article, observes that people 
arrested there for disorderly behavior at Christmas “were uniformly 
young and male,” and she attributes this to “the breakdown of the 
apprenticeship system and the decline of craft skills’—the general 
economic problem besetting youths and young men in a period of 
rapid industrialization. Rowdy Christmas revelry “crystallized the 
city’s year-round youth problem.” Davis observes that “In the street 
Christmas, rowdy youth culture reached its apotheosis; concern over 
riotous holiday nights was constant from the 1830s on. The mid- 
1840s were especially uproarious, but tumult and commotion 
seemed ominous for decades.”26 As early as 1833 the Philadelphia 
Daily Chronicle reported: 


Throughout almost the whole of Tuesday night—Christmas Eve—riot, noise, 
and uproar prevailed, uncontrolled and uninterrupted in many of our central 
and most orderly streets. Gangs of boys and young men howled and shouted 
as if possessed by the demon of disorder. Some of the watchmen occasionally 
sounded their rattles; but seemed only to add another ingredient to the 
horrible discord that murdered sleep. It is undoubtedly in the power of our 
city police to prevent slumbering citizens from being disturbed by the mad 


roars of such revelers.2” 


The problem, in Philadelphia as well as New York, was that this 
kind of rowdiness had been transformed in an urban capitalist 
setting into something that respectable people found threatening, as 
they did in 1839, when a riot broke out on Chesnut Street, opposite 


the state capitol. The participants, one newspaper reported with 
disgust, “could not have chosen a more public place; throngs of 
persons were passing on both sides of the street, viewing all the 
sights that were to be seen; but... a street fight was one of the 
entertainments that did not please a majority of them....”28 Susan 
Davis reports that gangs of young men from the working-class 
communities that surrounded Philadelphia were deliberately 
invading the downtown business and theater districts, “where 
playgoers and promenaders thronged to view shop-window 
illuminations.”29 


In Philadelphia as in New York, respectable people placed the 
greatest measure of blame on alcohol. Drinking itself, as we have 
seen in Chapters 1 and 2, had been an interclass ritual at Christmas, 
but now it was becoming a way of distinguishing the classes from one 
another. In 1839 a newspaper pointed out, in a Christmas Day 
editorial, that “there are certain modes of rejoicing which are 
appropriate to Christmas, and other modes of doing the same thing, 
which are quite unbecoming and reprehensible.” But the editorial 
went on to acknowledge that this was a recent development, and 
even to analyze how it had come about: 


Some years ago, every housekeeper thought it incumbent on himself or 
herself to provide a bowl of egg-nog or spiced toddy for the celebration of 
this day. Persons who were usually of temperate or sedate habits, seemed to 
think that the return of Christmas justified a slight degree of intoxication. 
Friends and acquaintances, who called to tender the compliments of the 
season, were urged to partake of these liquid preparations, the seductive taste 
of which frequently overcame the most sober resolutions. On such occasions, 
it may be supposed that there were many evidences of joy and hilarity; but it 
was properly questioned by some considerate persons whether that kind of 
joy and hilarity became [i.e., suited] a day set apart to commemorate the 


origin of Christianity. 


When this subject was duly considered, the customs spoken of, fell into 
disuse, and soon became ranked among the barbarisms of a former age. We 


are happy, therefore, to find that one incorrect mode of celebrating Christmas 


is no longer general; though particular instances may be noted wherein the 


relics of these absurd practices are still preserved.°° 


By the late 1840s that attitude had come to be backed by force of 
law. Philadelphia simply banned the sale of alcohol—it became a 
“dry” community (by that time the temperance movement had 
gained widespread support). But that did not stop people from 
buying drinks in the neighboring towns, where, following an old 
Christmas tradition, “as usual... the proprietors of... groggeries that 
fill the bystreets on either side of the boundaries of the city ... 
treated their motley customers with egg-nog.”31 


But if geographic dividing lines were hard to draw, so were 
psychological ones. Even the newspapers themselves sometimes 
betrayed a lingering ambivalence toward rowdy behavior at 
Christmas. An 1844 editorial started out by describing the new 
domestic Christmas as “religion in each mans house ... a celebration 
of the spirit of the universe, humanized and domesticated.” But the 
same editorial went on to acknowledge that the day also had a long 
tradition of “high rejoicing, eating, drinking (and getting drunk, we 
presume ...).”32 Or take the headlines that one Philadelphia 
newspaper employed to report the arrest of men charged with 
inciting riot and similar forms of behavior. One such report, from 
1836, was headed “curistmas campois.” Others in subsequent years were 
headed “curistmas Festivities” (1840); “run on curistmas pay’ (1841); <«curistmas 
sprees” (1846); and “cnristmas sport’ (1850). These headings reveal an 
acute uncertainty about what to make of such behavior. The 
phrasing may be sarcastic, but it also betrays a_ residual 
understanding that rowdy behavior was to be expected at Christmas. 


In Philadelphia the matter was made more complicated by 
another Christmas ritual, one that seems to have been unique to that 
city. In Philadelphia, during the late 1830s and 1840s, even 
respectable people observed Christmas Day in part as a_ public 
occasion. Each year thousands of people would spend the afternoon 
promenading in the downtown streets, attracted in part by the sheer 
sociability of the proceedings and in part by the prospect of doing 


their Christmas shopping, an activity that many Philadelphians (in 
common with residents of other cities) engaged in on Christmas Day 
itself. (Downtown shops generally remained open on both Christmas 
Eve and Christmas Day.)33 


The scene attracted notice nationally. Nile’s National Register 
reported that on Christmas Day, 1841, 


Chesnut street [the main commercial street] was crowded with a dense mass 
of human beings. The entire population of the outer districts seemed gathered 
there, eagerly gazing at the sights in the shop windows and enjoying the 
excitement of the moving panorama. It is estimated that there were 40,000 


people on Chesnut street most of the afternoon.°+4 


It is clear from such reports that the “moving panorama” itself was 
part of the show: People went to see and be seen, dressed in their 
best outfits—outfits presumably purchased in local establishments. 
This was the Philadelphia equivalent of New Years visiting in New 
York. 


The Christmas Day promenades always bore an edge of menace, 
and by tracing local coverage after 1840 through a single 
newspaper, the Public Ledger, we can see that edge grow sharper 
year by year. In 1840 the promenade was described as an 
impressive scene: “We never before saw Chesnut street so thronged, 
from morning to night, in passing and repassing—indeed, one to 
make any progress, was obliged to take the centre of the street.” 
(But the report added defensively, “This is right.”) The tone was still 
quite positive in 1841, even though the crowds on Chesnut Street 
were so dense that people were “struggling and jostling their way 
through the mass of humanity that well nigh blocked the great 
thoroughfare of fashion.” In 1842, from early afternoon until 
midnight, “the whole city seemed to have emptied into Chesnut 
street, which ... was filled with a dense mass of human beings, 
young and old, male and female, great and small, black and white.” 
This report went on to describe the promenaders as “a rude and 
noisy crowd.”35 


In 1843, after describing the promenade as an impressive display 
of fashion, the writer of the article acknowledged that “[a] number 
of arrests were made for disorderly conduct and breaches of the 
peace, and no small number were taken up for being intoxicated. 
There were more drunken men and boys in our streets, than we 
have witnessed for many a day before.” And again the 1844 article 
indicated that some portions of the crowd had chosen to dress in 
bizarre style, “tricked out in burlesque garb,” and that they were 
making cacophonous music with instruments “from the trumpet to 
the penny whistle.” A further report commented that “[a]n easy, 
carnival-like, practical joking air pervaded the moving crowd,” and 
noted ambiguously that “[mJany young men, individually and 
collectively, paraded the streets dressed in fantastic attire, ready for 
all kinds of sport....” It is not clear what kinds of “sport” these 
young men were ready for, but the fact that they were young and 
male links them with the one demographic group that had long 
been most closely associated with Christmas misrule. In any case, 
the reporter went on to condemn all the drunkenness, and to 
recommend that “[o]ur temperance friends should increase their 
zeal to counteract this fresh attack by the enemy.”36 


The tide was turning. In 1845 there was no coverage at all of the 
promenade, only a brief notice that “Christmas was duly celebrated 
on Thursday,” followed by a very lengthy report headed 
“Rowdyism.” In 1846 there was, once again, only a very brief item 
(four sentences), noting that Christmas Day witnessed “the usual 
festivities,” and followed by another report of rowdy behavior: 
“There was, undoubtedly, more drunkenness visible in the streets ... 
than has occurred for years before....”37 


Finally, in 1847, a severe snowstorm on Christmas Day forced 
most Philadelphians to give up the promenade and spend the day at 
home. The result was almost an epiphany for the writer of an 
editorial that appeared in the Public Ledger. It was as if he had 
discovered that Christmas could best be celebrated without leaving 
one’s house after all. He suggested that the poor weather actually 
made for “a merrier Christmas than we’ve had for several years”: 


The ladies could not leave their houses, it is true, and we missed their pretty 
faces and winning smiles from Chesnut st.; but looks were brighter and smiles 
were sweeter, where they are most valued, at home. It is no wonder, then, 
that the streets were comparatively deserted, for husbands, sons, brothers and 


lovers deemed themselves the happiest within the family circle.... 


It was true, this writer continued, that not everyone stayed at 
home. 


Some persisted in maintaining the old ways: 


Those who were in the streets defied the uncomfortable weather with rude 
revelry, and occasionally the ear was attracted to their shouts, as they 
circulated from one tavern to another, imbibing at each another quantity of 


vinous excitement. 


But such people were not partaking in the real spirit of Christmas. 
The only pleasures that qualified as true holiday mirth were those of 
home and hearth: “We have said that the day was a merry one—it 
was so, at home. Those who were out were merry also; but it was 
[only] the forced merriment which bacchanalian libations bring.” 


Creatinc CuitpREN 


It was during the 1820s that the Philadelphia press first began to 
take notice of Christmas as a family event. Before the middle of the 
1820s Philadelphia’s newspapers, like those in New York and other 
cities, had acknowledged the coming of Christmas only by printing a 
religious poem or an occasional admonition to remember the poor. 
The absence of a special notice should not be taken to mean that 
Philadelphians did not celebrate the holiday, only that their 
celebrations did not require comment.38 


The change began with the 1824 Christmas season, when no 
fewer than four new almanacs—all published in Philadelphia— 
printed Clement Clarke Moore’s poem “A Visit from St. Nicholas.” 
This marked the first appearance of the poem anywhere after its 
initial publication, just a year earlier, in a newspaper in Troy, New 


York. (A copy of one of these almanacs recently sold at auction for 
nearly $30,000.) Two years later, in 1826, the same poem appeared 
in a weekly Philadelphia paper, the Saturday Evening Post. In 1827 
another local paper followed suit, and a third paper published an 
extract from Washington Irvings “Bracebridge Hall” sketches.39 


The rush was on, in Philadelphia as well as other American cities 
and towns. More than any other text, it was Moore’s poem that 
introduced the American reading public to the joys of a domestic 
Christmas. In Philadelphia itself, in 1828 “A Visit from St. Nicholas” 
appeared in Poulsons Daily Advertiser, and the National Gazette 
published another “antiquarian” Christmas poem, “Old English 
Christmas,” written by Walter Scott. And in 1829 Poulsons reprinted 
a piece from a New York paper that gave a detailed explanation of 
the Santa Claus ritual. The following year, 1830, the National 
Gazette editorially explained the inner meaning of the new 
Christmas: That paper would not be appearing on December 25, 
readers learned, because it was a day to forget business in favor of 
domestic pleasures—and domestic pleasures were the most 
important thing in life, more important even than social standing, 
poverty, and “external disappointments or calamities.” The 
Christmas season, the paper noted, brings to mind “the culture and 
value of the social and domestic affections,” just as it reminds us of 
“the comparative insignificance, for private happiness, of all that is 
beyond them.”4° 


Children and Servants 


In Philadelphia as in New York, then, the period from the 1820s to 
the 1840s was one in which the carnival form of Christmas was 
essentially “read out” as a legitimate part of the holiday, and in 
which the “real Christmas”—indeed, everything that really mattered 
most in life itself—came to be seen in domestic terms that centered 
around family and children. That process actually involved two 
elements. Thus far we have dealt with the first of these, which 
might be summarized as keeping the poor away from the house. But it 


now became necessary not only to keep the poor outside the house 
but to keep one’s own children inside. 


Much of the rowdy behavior indulged during the Christmas 
season had been ascribed, simultaneously and indistinguishably, to 
youths and workers. Evidence of this abounds from the colonial 
period well into the nineteenth century. A 1719 Boston almanac 
warned householders in late December: “Do not let your Children 
and Servants run too much abroad at Nights.” A 1772 New York 
newspaper referred to “[t]he assembling of Negroes, servants, boys 
and other disorderly persons, in noisy companies in the streets.” An 
1805 letter written from Albany, New York, reported that on 
account of “the holydays, a considerable number of pennies has 
been given to the boys & servants....” In 1818 a Boston woman 
noted that “Christmas is now generally observed as a holiday. Our 
children and domestics claim it as such.” (And she went on to 
complain that the children as well as the domestics often spent the 
day “in idleness and dissipation.”) 


It was this same social mix that John Pintard himself fondly 
recalled from his own childhood days in the latter 1700s, when he 
and a family servant traveled together around New York in 
“boisterous” fashion, drinking a “dram” at every stop and “coming 
home loaded with sixpences.” And as late as 1854, when the New 
York situation had turned ugly, a local newspaper complained that 
“at almost every corner gangs of boys and drunken rowdies were seen 
amusing themselves by throwing snowballs, using vulgar and 
blasphemous language, and otherwise desecrating the Sabbath 
[emphasis added].”41 


Children and servants; boys and drunken rowdies. Why this 
improbable linkage? To answer that question is to probe a much 
broader historical issue—the changing historical relationship 
between age and social class. I have been arguing that what 
happened during the nineteenth century was that age replaced class 
as the axis along which the Christmas gift exchange took place. But 
it would be useful now to modify that point. Until the nineteenth 
century, children did not make up a distinct social category; they 


were not a separate social group, as they are in modern Western 
societies. Nor did they act as if they were. Instead, children were 
lumped together with other members of the lower orders in general, 
especially servants and apprentices—who, not coincidentally, were 
generally young people themselves. 42 


From this perspective it becomes clear that giving Christmas gifts 
to children was not new, after all. Young people did receive gifts at 
Christmas—but in their role as servants or apprentices (or 
newspaper carriers) and not because they were children. Both 
children and servants were at the bottom of the hierarchy in the 
households in which they lived, linked to the larger household as 
much by bonds of labor and subordination as by those of affection. 
(For example, the term “maid” was used to refer not to a cleaning 
lady but to an unmarried girl or a young woman [i.e., a “maiden” ]. 
But the household tasks generally assigned to such females were 
ordinarily menial ones—the kind of work that was later associated 
with the term “maid” in its more recent usage.) Conversely, servants 
and apprentices were treated as members of the household in which 
they worked and lived. Before the nineteenth century, in other 
words, class and age were thoroughly intermingled. 


What happened in the early nineteenth century was that age 
ceased to be associated with social status. Youth no longer connoted 
“meniality.” It no longer made sense to refer to girls as “maids,” or, 
conversely, to speak of those of lowly status as “boys”—except in a 
vestigial fashion, as in the term “bellboy” or “cowboy”—or, notably, 
whenever the color line was involved. (But just as black men 
commonly continued to be addressed as “boys” in order to connote 
their lower status, so, too, women of any race continued to be 
addressed as “girls” to connote theirs. And, of course, the term 
“maid” has come to refer only to household service.) 


Only from the perspective of our own culture, in which age and 
class bear no significant relationship to each other, does it appear as 
if Christmas rituals of class were replaced by those of age. It would 
be more accurate to say that in the early nineteenth century, age 
alone was coming to replace a more general kind of status as the 


primary axis along which presents were given. The domestication of 
Christmas was thus related (as both effect and cause) to the creation 
of domesticity and of “childhood” itself, even to the novel idea that 
the central purpose of the family was to provide not simply for the 
instruction of its children but for their happiness as well. 


From Christmas Box to Christmas Present 


We can glimpse something of this process by tracing changes in the 
very terminology of the Christmas gift exchange. As we have seen, 
Christmas presents had their origin in wassailing and other forms of 
Christmas begging, in which the poor demanded gifts from the 
neighboring gentry—generally gifts of food and drink, to be 
consumed on the spot. An urban version of the same ritual, known 
as the “Christmas box,” was developed in seventeenth-century 
London (and probably in other cities) by young tradesmen’s 
apprentices and other low-level workers, who kept earthenware 
boxes—the ancestor, really, of the piggy bank—into which, during 
the Christmas season, they asked those who employed their services 
to put money. (The purpose of this box was to ensure that none of 
the money could be appropriated by a single individual, and that it 
would be distributed collectively within the shop when the box was 
broken open.) Men of means regarded their contributions to 
Christmas boxes as a necessary expense. Samuel Pepys referred to 
them in 1668: “Called up [i.e., waked up] by drums and trumpets; 
these things and boxes having cost me much money this Christmas 
already....” And Jonathan Swift wrote sardonically in 1710: “I shall 
be undone here with Christmas boxes. The rogues at the coffee 
house have raised their tax....”43 


During the course of the eighteenth century, the term “Christmas 
box” came to be applied not to the box itself but to the donation 
that was placed into it—and, soon, to any such gift. By century’s 
end, the term was being used colloquially to refer to Christmas 
presents per se, even when those presents were commercial products 
given by parents to their children. Thus a children’s book published 


in New England in 1786 was titled Nurse Trueloves Christmas Box. 
And in Virginia, in 1810, Mason Weems announced that he would 
sell his biography of George Washington at a deep discount to 
buyers “who take several copies ... for Christmas Boxes to their 
young relations.”44 


Unlike the term “Christmas box,” the word present did not signify 
something that was given as a tip or an obligation but rather 
something that was given freely. But this term, too, was often used 
to name a gift offered by patrons to their dependents. It is striking 
that before 1780 the only two books published in America bearing 
the word present in the title were guidebooks for servants: A Present 
for an Apprentice and A Present for a Servant-Maid. These works, 
which were reprinted frequently until about 1800, consisted of a 
series of short admonitory essays warning apprentices of the 
dangerous temptations they were apt to encounter in their 
position.*5 These were “presents” given down across class lines—but 
apprentices and maidservants also happened to be young people 
themselves, so these presents were also given across lines of age. 
(We have no way of knowing whether any of them were ever 
actually given during the Christmas season.) 


The three decades following 1780 saw the appearance of a spate 
of books with the word present in the title. But now there was a 
change: All of these books were specifically intended for young 
people. A Present to Children (1783); Present for Misses (1794); A 
Present for a Little Boy (1802) and its mate A Present for a Little Girl 
(1804).46 At first these books, too, contained rules for behavior 
(children, like servants and apprentices, were household dependents 
whose behavior could not be wholly trusted and thus required 
careful regulation). The first five editions of A Present to Children, for 
example (all published before 1800), contained nothing but 
catechisms and “moral songs.” One actually warned against playing 
with toys.47 

But the subtitle of the sixth edition of this same work, printed in 
the year 1800, promised to introduce a new genre—“entertaining 
stories.” The change had begun—the change from books designed 


for training young people to books designed for amusing them. Just 
as age alone was coming to replace status in general as the primary 
axis along which presents were given, pleasure was coming to 
replace discipline as the primary purpose of those presents. 


It seems that Christmas “presents” slowly replaced Christmas 
“boxes” as gifts given within the household at a time when the 
household itself was coming to exclude servants from real 
membership. It was the isolation of children from other dependents 
at Christmas that produced—that was—the domestication of the 
holiday. 


Cuitpren’s Games 


But in the early nineteenth century Christmas had not yet become a 
child-centered domestic ritual. Nor did children instinctively know 
that they were being created as “children.” Indeed, there were no 
Christmas activities for children other than making noise or making 
trouble. “Christmas is now generally observed as a holiday,” a 
Boston woman said in 1818, noting that “[oJur children and 
domestics claim it as such.” And she went on to complain that it was 
generally spent in “idleness” or else “in revelry and dissipation.” 
(The same woman also proposed that the local churches hold 
Christmas services—not for religious reasons but so that “families, 
children, and domestics, can attend public worship” instead of 
making trouble.) 


It is interesting to learn that Christmas was “generally observed as 
a holiday” by Boston’s schoolchildren in the mid-181os. But what is 
also interesting is the casual observation that children were taking 
the day through their own initiative rather than by virtue of an 
official policy (“our children ... claim it as such”), and there is the 
implication, too, that their actions were informally sanctioned by 
those in authority. There is a story behind this, one that reveals 
something about the nature of youth culture in the era before the 
invention of childhood. 


Barring Out the Schoolmaster 


School was one place, perhaps the only place before the nineteenth 
century, where young people (particularly boys) were physically 
separated from their peers in the lower orders. But at Christmas 
schoolboys devised their own version of carnival misrule, a ritual 
practice that “turned the world upside down” every bit as much as 
aggressive peasant wassailing had done. Here the figure of authority 
was the schoolmaster, and it was on him that the tables were 
turned. 


This ritual, which became known as “Barring Out the 
Schoolmaster,” originated in England toward the end of the 
sixteenth century. A modern historian describes it this way: “As 
Christmas drew near the boys gathered together weapons, 
ammunition and a store of provisions. Then one morning they 
seized the school premises and barred the doors and windows 
against the master.” The most important goal of the “barring out” 
was to force the schoolmaster to grant his pupils a holiday 
vacation.49 (In addition to the threat posed to their authority, 
schoolmasters had a reason to attempt to reclaim the schoolhouse: 
They were generally paid by the day, and would lose their stipend if 
they were not able to teach.) 


Barring-out came to America early, and rather violently. The year 
was 1702, and the place was a grammar school in Williamsburg, 
Virginia. On that occasion students not only barricaded the 
schoolhouse but actually fired pistols at the schoolmaster when he 
responded by trying to break down one of the doors. He reported 
what took place: 


About a fortnight before Christmas 1702 ..., I heard the School boys about 12 
o’clock at night, a driving of great nails, to fasten & barricade the doors of the 
Grammar School.... I made haste to get up & with the assistance of 2 servant 
men ... I had almost forced open one of the doors before they sufficiently 
secured it, but while I was breaking in, they presently fired off 3 or 4 Pistols 


& hurt one of my servants in the eye with the wadd ... of one of the Pistols[.] 


[W]hile I pressed forward, some of the boys, having a great kindness for me, 
call’d out, “for God’s sake sir don’t offer to come in, for we have shot, and 
shall certainly fire at any one that first enters.” ... [I then] resolved to let 
them alone till morning, and then getting all the other masters together & 


calling for workmen to break open the doors.°° 


The practice of barring-out continued through the eighteenth 
century and into the nineteenth, and extended into other regions of 
the United States. A letter to a Philadelphia newspaper written in 
1810 objected to the practice but acknowledged that it was 
commonplace there: 


A very absurd and wicked practice has long prevailed in this country, namely, 
that of Scholars barring out the Schoolmasters a little before the 25th of 
December, commonly called Christmas day, in order to extort permission 
from him to spend a number of days called the Christmas holidays in idleness 
or play. A scene of this kind took place last year in our school in this place: a 
few of the scholars took possession of the school-house, and so completely 
fortified it, that it was impossible to reduce it except by a regular siege, and 
the caitiffs [sic] had provided against this also by laying in a large quantity of 
provisions. Thus was not only the Teacher shut out, but also all those who 


wished to occupy their time in learning, and not in idleness and riot. 


In this instance a group of parents (including the writer of this 
letter) went to the schoolhouse to negotiate with the rebellious 
children. First they “prevailed” on the rebels “to raise one of the 
windows a little.” Then, when they inquired about the purpose of 
the rebellion, the answer was clear: “One of them, who seemed to 
be the commander in chief, replied they wished to have ten days of 
Christmas-play.”51 


The practice even penetrated into rural New England. Horace 
Greeley later recalled that barring-out was common during his 
childhood in early-nineteenth-century New Hampshire: 


There was an unruly, frolicsome custom of “barring-out” in our New 
Hampshire common schools, which I trust never obtained a wider acceptance. 


On the first of January, and perhaps on some other day that the big boys 


chose to consider or make a holiday, the forenoon passed off as quietly as 
that of any other day; but, the moment the master left the house in quest of 
his dinner, the little ones were started homeward, the door and windows 
suddenly and securely barricaded, and the older pupils, thus fortified against 
intrusion, proceeded to spend the afternoon in play and hilarity. I have 
known a master to make a desperate struggle for admission; but I do not 


recollect that one ever succeeded,—the odds being too great....°2 


Greeley went on to indicate that the practice was informally 
sanctioned by adults. If a persecuted schoolmaster “appealed to the 
neighboring fathers” for assistance, Greeley remembered, “they 
were apt to recollect that they had been boys themselves, and advise 
him to desist, and let matters take their course.”53 


“Snowballing” and the Battle for Children 


In whatever fashion it might be gained, the young people’s holiday 
generally took the form of what its critics, such as the 1818 Boston 
parent mentioned above, termed “idleness and dissipation.” Young 
boys went around the neighborhood firing guns and “squibs,” 
making noise, playing tricks. 
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Barring Out the Schoolmaster. These boys have brought a supply 
of food and drink to last them through the anticipated siege (the 
words printed on the right in this primer include “carousing,” 
“drinking,” and “beer”). But the rebels’ plans are about to be foiled: 
The schoolmaster is pouring water through a secret trapdoor in the 
ceiling, so as to douse the schoolboys’ candle prior to his invading 
the schoolhouse. This illustration was included in a child’s primer 
published in 1850, but it had appeared earlier in the same 
publisher’s 1822 Boston edition of an English novella, Maria 
Edgeworth’s The Barring Out. (Courtesy, American Antiquarian 
Society) 


Children of both sexes drank and played kissing games.°4 In its most 
innocent form, Christmas games meant having snowball fights, but 
even these could lead to disturbance and damage. Snowballing 
could become especially vicious in urban areas, where, during the 
Christmas season, respectable citizens associated it with the kind of 
menacing behavior they feared from working-class youth gangs at 
Christmastime. Remember, for example, the language in which the 
New York Tribune described the city streets during the Christmas 
season in 1854 (the emphasis is mine):” [A]t almost every corner 
gangs of boys and drunken rowdies were seen amusing themselves by 
throwing snowballs? 


That was how respectable adults saw it. But the issue was surely 
more complicated for many of the boys themselves, who must have 
been drawn in two directions at once—an old pull, toward carnival 
in the streets, and the new one, toward the quieter rewards that 
were promised at home. That double pull would have been 
especially salient in families that were positioned anywhere near the 
vulnerable lower borders of middle-class respectability. Youths who 
belonged to such families constituted a major battleground in the 
transformation of Christmas. 


Young people do not often leave direct records of their inner 
experience. But a hint of what this inner battleground might have 
meant in human terms can be found in a careful reading of one 
rather sensitive Christmas story published in 1838 under the title 
“Snow-Balling.”The author of this story, Eliza Leslie, was a popular 
writer of the time. Set in Philadelphia on Christmas Day, the story 
tells of the adventures of a young boy whose father gives him a 
“Christmas dollar” and sends him downtown to buy himself a 
present. Left on his own, young Robert Hamlin encounters trouble. 
Unable to choose from the plethora of tempting items for sale in the 
shops, Robert becomes confused and begins to wander about the 
streets.°5 


In his wanderings, Robert comes upon an alleyway where he sees 
“some rude boys engaged in snow-balling.” (“Rude boys” is a phrase 
that may require some explanation for modern readers: The word 


rude was a reference to these boys’ social class as well as to their 
manners. A “rude boy” was a working-class youth, the sort of person 
who might be expected to engage in forms of rowdy activity even 
more threatening than throwing snowballs.) 


Robert is tempted to join these youths, especially after one of 
them throws a snowball at him and proceeds to laugh. But he is 
saved by luck from succumbing to this temptation. One of the boys 
throws a snowball at a woman who is observing the scene from the 
entrance to her house; the snowball hits her in the nose and hurts 
her badly, causing her husband to run out of the house and chase 
the youths away by brandishing a pair of fireplace tongs. Witnessing 
this scene, Robert feels “glad that he did not belong to them.” 


At this point the author of the story is engaging in a significant 
gesture of evasion. For, as we shall see in a moment, young Robert 
gets into a snowball fight after all. In real life, as opposed to a work 
of fiction, someone like Robert would probably have joined the 
“rude boys.” But Eliza Leslie does not wish to have the fictional 
Robert become involved with such a crew. She has taken pains to let 
us know his social class. He is the son of an artisan, a “respectable 
mechanic,” which means that he is not so far in origin from the 
“rude boys.” While not a proletarian, he is not securely middle-class, 
either. If a real Robert Hamlin had joined those boys he might have 
ended up in serious trouble, causing damage or injury, and his 
snowball fight might have been the first step in his descent out of 
respectability and into permanent proletarian status. Such a descent 
was far from uncommon among urban artisans in the middle of the 
nineteenth century, a period when independent artisanship itself 
was being subverted by industrial capitalism. Joining a gang of 
“rude boys” in a Christmas game of snowballs was thus a small but 
potent symbol of the larger dangers faced by the son of a 
“respectable mechanic.” 


If the fictional Robert is to get into trouble, then, it cannot be 
with the “rude boys.” But get into trouble he must, or there is no 
point to the story. Eliza Leslie manages to devise a clever solution: 


the fictional Robert ends up getting into trouble with youngsters 
above his class. 


Turning a corner away from the “alley” of the “rude boys,” young 
Robert comes upon “a row of very handsome new houses.” And in 
front of these houses he sees “a party of rather genteel looking boys, 
engaged also in snow-balling.” The earlier scene now repeats itself: 
One of these “genteel looking” boys hurls a snowball at Robert. But 
this time Robert joins in. He makes a “very hard snow-ball,” and 
throws it at the boy who has just done the same to him. But Robert’s 
aim is poor, and his snowball smashes through a windowpane of 
one of the handsome new houses. Fortunately, no one is injured, 
though the snowball nearly hits “the head of a pretty little girl” who 
has been sitting quietly “engaged in reading one of the new annuals 
[i.e., a Gift Book she has presumably received as a present that very 
day].” The girl screams loudly, and Robert hides. But the family’s 
black servant rushes outside and confronts the other boys, 
threatening them with the wrath of the owner: “Ah! you young 
nimps—only wait till the gentleman comes home—I’ll be bound Mr. 
Cleveland will give you enough of snow-balling, for smashing his 
rights and property in this way, without leave or license.” 


Robert overhears the threat, and he quickly runs off and returns 
to his own house, where his parents are just sitting down to the 
family’s Christmas dinner, having planned a domestic Christmas for 
their children: a festive dinner followed by a “juvenile party” at his 
aunt’s house. But Robert, beset by guilt, is hardly capable of eating 
his turkey and mince pie, or looking forward to the party. After a 
while he gets up from the table, leaves the house, and goes back to 
the scene of his recent crime. There he confesses to having been the 
culprit who broke the window and offers the owner the dollar he 
had been given for Christmas (the same dollar he could not make up 
his mind how best to spend). Now he feels better, and returns home 
again, this time to enjoy the turkey and mince pie—and the praise 
of his parents when he finally tells them what he has just done. 


As I have said, the dangers presented in this story were very real 
in households like Robert Hamlin’s. We can assume that respectable 


boys did sometimes join “rude boys” in Christmas sport, and that 
snowballing was not the worst of their games. With snowballing as a 
partly symbolic act, Eliza Leslie’s little story can be read as offering 
the same kind of warning to younger boys that older boys heard in 
the 1830s about the dangers of alcohol—or that girls heard about 
the dangers of sexual seduction. In all these cases, the ultimate risk 
was that of a serious decline in social status, the loss of 
respectability and independence itself. 


Snow-Balling. This engraving appeared as an illustration for Eliza 
Leslies 1838 short story of the same title. It vividly conveys the 
menace that could be associated with that sport. (Courtesy, American 
Antiquarian Society) 


But if the dangers were real, so, too, were the alternative lures 
that were now being offered to the Robert Hamlins of America: 
Christmas dinner at home, tempting presents to play with, and even 
children’s parties—such as the “juvenile party” that young Robert 
could look forward to at his aunt’s house. Such activities posed no 
social risk; and some of them (for example, reading the Gift Books 
that were frequently given as Christmas presents, and in one of 


which Eliza Leslie’s story “Snow-?ailing” was itself published) even 
promised harmless amusement along with cultural enhancement. In 
the words of an 1840 newspaper editorial, “Good books are good 
gifts for good children.”5© 


DomestIcaTING Games 


The story “Snow-Balling” ends before the “juvenile party” gets 
under way. But other stories published in the same period give us an 
idea of what such parties may have been like. For one thing, it is 
clear that they would have taken place indoors, usually in the 
family parlor and under the immediate or general supervision of an 
adult. In addition, the participants would have been young cousins 
and/or trustworthy friends—children who had been picked and 
invited by the parents, and not by the children themselves. We can 
be sure that there would be no “rude boys” in attendance—not even 
the children of household servants. Lower-class people were to be 
kept away on these occasions, and the children of the household 
were kept inside. 


The literature of the decades after 1820 is filled with Christmas 
scenes in which parents arrange parties for their children. These are 
invariably indoor parties, and the games are indoor games. In the 
fictional literature, Christmas has become a controlled children’s 
“frolic,” sometimes wild enough to recall the rowdiness of an 
interclass carnival Christmas, but always under complete control. 
One story, published in 1850, begins with a Christmas Eve party for 
twenty preteen children. There are “cakes and candies ... lemonade 
ice-cream,” music (a piano), and games. “The windows rattled and 
the very walls were shaken, by the bounding and leaping—the 
racing and tumbling—of the half-dancing and _half-romping 
youngsters.” The twin parlors had been set up “to give room for the 
frolic of Christmas Eve, and most fully did the children avail 
themselves of the license of the season.” Before the party was over, 
“scarce a chair or a table was to be found in its proper place and 
posture half an hour after the revel [had] begun.”57 


But this was “frolic,” “license,” and “revel” only in quotation 
marks. It was limited to blood relatives, and to préadolescents at 
that. The writer of the above-mentioned story could not be clearer 
on this point: “All the littke Thompsons, and all their relatives by 
blood or marriage, even to the third degree of cousinship, who had 
not reached their ‘teens,’ were there ...” The room had been 
carefully childproofed in advance; and the party ended early—it was 
at its height as early as 8 p.m. And an adult was always present. 


And that was one of the wilder scenes in this literature. More 
often the parties were described as sedate affairs. It was common for 
them to culminate in “a great call for games.” But the games seem 
to have been talking games, role-playing games, sometimes even 
board games. In one 1827 book a mother organizes a quiet 
Christmas Eve party for her children, a group of cousins, and other 
children who are known to the parents. For entertainment she has 
devised moral games: “puzzles, which had enfolded in them [i.e., 
the solutions to which involved], some moral or religious precept.” 
The mother never leaves the children alone during the party, lest 
they “romp and disturb the neighbors with their noise.” Instead, she 
stays with them “to moderate the buoyancy of their spirits.” She 
even plays teacher with them. Here, too, the party ends early: “Nine 
o’clock was the hour she fixed, for the young people to separate, 
and they seldom infringed on these limits ... [for her word] was a 
law to them.”58 


Perhaps so. But the lesson taught in this book was not necessarily 
taken to heart by the children who read it—a fact that comes across 
clearly in some lines handwritten on the flyleaf to one copy of that 
very book that is now owned by the American Antiquarian Society. 
These lines serve to remind us that books were not always used by 
readers in quite the way their authors intended. The lines read as 
follows: “Touch not this book / For if you do / The owner / Will be 
after you. Punch. Punch you.—Touch not this book / For fear of 
shame. / For you will find the owner’s name. Punch.—Touch not 
this book / For fear of life. / For the owner has / A big Jack knife.” 


Parents pi nor have to invent their own games for children to play on 
such occasions. By the 1830s a spate of Christmas books were 
available that consisted mostly of suggestions for children’s games 
and puzzles. These books were generally published during the 
Christmas season, and they were intended to be purchased as 
Christmas presents. Lydia Maria Child published such a book, The 
Girl’s Own Book, in 1831. The preface makes the purpose of the book 
clear. It concludes: “To all my readers, little ones especially, a merry 
Christmas and a happy New-Year.”°9 Like other such books, this 
one, too, contained several activities intended specifically for 
Christmas. The American Girl’s Book, also a popular collection of 
harmless but entertaining games, appeared in the same year. (This 
book was authored by Eliza Leslie, the woman who would a few 
years later write the cautionary tale “Snow-Balling.”) And while 
there is no printed evidence that this book was intended as a 
Christmas present, a copy of a later (1859) edition, also owned by 
the American Antiquarian Society, is inscribed by a father to his 
daughter with the date “Christmas 1860.”6° 


But children (and grown-ups, too) did not have to rely on the 
Christmas-party games featured in books; ready-made games were 
widely available for purchase at bookshops and other stores. As 
early as 1817, one Broadway merchant advertised (under the 
heading “Amusement for the Holydays”) a “complete assortment” of 
children’s games: “Different games with tetotums, such as Panorama 
of Europe, Heathen Mythology, Who Wears the Crown.... The 
celebrated Chinese Puzzle, and Philosophical & Mathematical 
Trangrams ... is one of the most curious and entertaining 
amusements ever contrived ... Price $2.” Seven years later, in 1824, 
another Broadway store advertised 


a large assortment of Juvenile Pastimes, all of which are calculated to 
improve as well as amuse the youthful mind, viz: Geographical Games. The 
Traveller’s tour through the United States, performed with a tetotum and 


travellers [also The Traveller’s tour through Europe and The Traveller’s tour 


round the world]. They are put up in three different modes—on pasteboard 
and double folded on cloth, with a case, and dissected [i.e., jigsawed]. 
Dissected Maps. Vernacular Cards, Geographical Cards, The Cabinet Of 
Knowledge Opened, PHILOSOPHICAL Cards, Astronomical Cards, Scriptural 
Cards, Botanical Cards, Dissected Pictures.... In addition, [the store has] a 
good assortment of Juvenile Books, in plain and elegant bindings. Also, 
Pocket Books, Chess Men, Backgammon Boards, Pen-Knives, and Ladies’ Work 


Boxes.®! 


By the 1840s these games had reached flood proportions. The 
largest selection I have encountered comes from a Cincinnati, Ohio, 
shop that in 1845 advertised “A Great Variety of Games.” Heading 
the list was a game that actually seems to have been about the 
process of Christmas shopping itself: “The laughable game of ‘What 
d’ye Buy.’” This amounts to an ironic comment on the list that 
followed: 


The Oracles of Fortune, The Game of Heroes, The Game of Characteristics, 
Shakespeare in a New Dress, The Christmas Cards, Robinson Crusoe and His 
Man Friday, The Strife of Genius, The Game of Cup and Ball, Jack Straws, 
The Pickwick Game, The Game of Kings, The Mansion of Happiness, The 
Game of Pope and Pagan, Dr. Busby’s Cards, The Game of Graces, Master 
Rodbury and his Pupils, The Game of the American Eagle, The Devil on 
Sticks, &c. &c.©2 


But these indoor games had not replaced more traditional forms 
of Christmas revelry. In 1844, a Cincinnati confectionery concluded 
an advertisement that featured “Sugar Plums” and other sweets with 
the added note that the store “also” offered a “splendid assortment 
of Fire-works, for both little and big Pyrotechnists.” That same day 
the Cincinnati press carried an admonitory reminder from the local 
mayor: “The city ordinances impose a fine for discharging fire-arms, 
or firing squibs, crackers, &c., ‘in the streets, alleys, market spaces, 
and public commons’ in the city proper. The Holidays are not made 
an exception.”63 


Tue Partor or THE STREET: Books Versus THEATERGOING 


The battle for children extended to another form of popular 
Christmas amusement: attending the theater. Before the 1820s 
American theaters did not offer performances on Christmas Day, 
either in a gesture of respect for the holiday or, more likely, because 
the actors refused to work on that day. But on the two adjacent days 
they did offer performances, and these were specially designed for 
the season. Thus in 1821 a Cincinnati theater offered performances 
on both December 24 and 26 of “a comic Pantomime Ballet, called 
curistmas FUN; OF, The Village in an Uproar.” When Boston’s Haymarket 
Theater was first established back in 1796, it deliberately settled on 
December 26 for its opening night. A Boston newspaper remarked 
disdainfully in 1823 that the theatrical productions of the Christmas 
season were “of a mixed nature and not of a high intellectual order.” 
The reason was that those productions had to compete with the 
local Circus (which was “thronged every evening”). In response, the 
theater managers “have thought it expedient to introduce rope- 
dancers and tumblers, as adjuncts to the drama.”64 


By the 1820s pressure was building to hold performances on 
December 25 itself. In 1825 the New England Galaxy praised the 
managers of the local theater for remaining closed that day, and 
thereby “sacrificing the profits of [their] ordinary business.” The 
article noted that if the house had been open on Christmas evening, 
its receipts would have approached the record $800 chalked up on 
the previous Thanksgiving Day. (The Circus had an audience of 
1,600 on Christmas evening, and another 500 had been turned 
away.) 

The Boston theater soon succumbed to this pressure; beginning in 
1826 it held yearly Christmas-night performances. Once again, 
Boston was typical. Christmas performances began during the mid- 
1820S in New York, Philadelphia, and Cincinnati as well. By the 
1830s they were being advertised as special Christmas productions; 
and by 1840 the Christmas special had become part of every 
theaters stock-in-trade. In the 1840s, for example, the Boston 


Museum offered “Christmas pantomimes” that were “built around 
the characters of Harlequin, Columbine, old Pantalon, and Clown ... 
[performed] without conversation.” And in 1843, Christmas week at 
the Boston Museum opened with “The Christmas Gift, or The Golden 
Axe.” The following year’s Christmas pantomime was “The Busy 
Bee, or Harlequin in the Hive of Industry.”65 


These were wild affairs on both sides of the curtain. Going to the 
theater in early-nineteenth-century America did not mean sitting 
passively through the performance; audience behavior resembled 
that seen at modern rock concerts. As at rock concerts, the audience 
at these events thought of themselves as an active part of the 
performance, shouting back responses to the lines delivered onstage 
—sometimes they even threw objects at the actors. (This was 
especially true in the cheapest seats, known as the Gallery.) All in 
all, attending the theater was not very removed from participating 
in “street theater,” and it was the same group of people who were 
most likely to engage in both.©® 


That was particularly true at Christmas. Christmas productions 
tended to be especially exaggerated, burlesque affairs. And 
audiences behaved correspondingly. In 1837 the New York Herald 
reported that the theaters attracted “a considerable portion of the 
Christmas revelers.” One house especially, the Bowery Theater, was 
“more peculiarly a holiday theater than [any other].” “The audience 
here, [even] upon most occasions, performs as much before the 
curtain as the actors do behind it; but on Christmas eve ... the 
acting on the stage is altogether secondary to the acting in the body 
of the house.” By 1844 things had become even wilder: “In the noisy 
theaters, nothing was heard of the performances; and the actors and 
actresses might as well have gone through their parts in dumb 
show.” In one place, the play itself “was neither seen nor heard, the 
fun all being this side the foot-lights....”67 


Worst of all that year was the Chatham Theater, where several 
hundred newsboys had assembled to witness—of all things—a 
musical play based on Charles Dickens’s novels Christmas Carol, 


which had been published in book form only a year earlier. Here’s 
how the New York Herald described the scene: 


Some three hundred news boys, sharp set for relaxation in the shape of 
theatrical criticism, were engaged throughout the earlier part of the evening 
in an animated contest with the police officers, and several “stirring scenes,” 
and peculiarly animated exits and entrances were enacted, to the uproarious 
delight of the gods and goddesses of the gallery, who cheered on the 
combatants with the various slogans and war-cries of the tribe, known only to 
the initiated, and altogether untranslatable. Several of the noisiest and most 
unmanageable of these amateurs, were, at length, snaked out by the police, 


and the scene of their exploits changed to the Tombs [the city jail].... 


Even after “comparative quiet” had been restored, the “clamor” of a 
noisy youngster “quite drowned the bass drum, in the melo- 
dramatic music which ushered the ghost of old Jacob Marley 
through the trap.”68 


Newsboys, the source of all this disorder, were themselves a new 
phenomenon on the urban scene. The development of cheap 
newspapers in the 1830s (the “penny press,” so called because that 
was now the price of a daily paper) had helped create the need for 
street vendors who would hawk the afternoon papers on street 
corners. (In contrast, their predecessors in the trade—the “carriers” 
we encountered in Chapter 1—delivered newspapers only to the 
houses of those who had subscriptions.) Newsboys were drawn from 
the poorest classes of large cities; often they were homeless—in fact, 
the word newsboy was sometimes used interchangeably with 
homeless boy or street arab. Their love of theatergoing was notorious; 
everyone agreed that they attended “night after night.” They used 
the theater as a gathering place and even as a place where they 
could sleep. But above all, newsboys loved theatrical performances 
and responded interactively to events onstage just as if they were 
witnessing real life. The presence of police officers in the theaters 
was a Standard precaution against newsboy excesses.69 
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Newsboys at Christmas. This picture appeared in the 1844 
Christmas edition of a New York newspaper, Brother Jonathan. These 
were the same newsboys who would end up disrupting several of 
the city’s theatrical performances later that evening. (Courtesy, 
American Antiquarian Society) 


Newsboys may have been a new phenomenon in the late 1830s, 
but they fit a social and demographic profile that had long been 
associated with rituals of Christmas misrule: They were poor and 
youthful males. So it is no wonder that they took to acting up with 
particular intensity during the holiday season. This was as true in 
Philadelphia as it was in New York. An 1844 advertisement for one 
Philadelphia theatrical production ended with a notice assuring 
other prospective theatergoers that “[efficient Police have been 
engaged to preserve order; boys will be prevented from 
congregating in front....”70 Just a year earlier, in 1843, the 
Christmas-evening theatrical scene suggests the reason: 


The Arch Street [theater] was also crowded, where as well as at the National 
[theater], the boys amused themselves by tossing each other, as well as they 
could in the crowd, over each other’s heads and jostling the weak under foot, 


to the great discomfiture of their apparel.7! 


To put all this in context, consider the program presented at two 
theaters on that occasion. The matinee performance at the National 
Theater opened with a drama, “George Barnwell,” continued with a 
blackface show, the “Original Virginia Minstrels,” and ended with 
another drama, “King of the Mist.” The Arch Street Theater matinee 


opened with “Hunter of the Alps,” continued with “a Comic Song,” 
and concluded with “the Colored Music Festival, by the Virginia 
Minstrels.”The evening show at that same theater opened with a 
drama, followed once again by the Virginia Minstrels, and 
concluded with “a new Pantomime, entitled ‘Sante Claus’—Old 
Krisskingle [played by] Mr. Winans.” 


Old Krisskingle. By 1843 this figure had become the lead character 
of a Christmas pantomime performed in concert with a minstrel 
show. (This would not be the only occasion on which Santa Claus 
converged with blackface minstrelsy. In about 1840 a collection of 
minstrel songs was printed in New York under the authorship “by 
Santaclaus.” And remember, too, the Belsnickles who went 
wassailing in blackface in areas of Pennsylvania.) Two years later 
Kriss Kringle would once again appear at the theater, this time in 
front of the lights, in the form of a costumed actor distributing gifts 
to the children who attended the show: “xaiss xrieie will deliver 
Presents of Toys, &c. to all his Juvenile Visiters [sic].... Kriss KRiNGLE 
will positively appear, in propriae personae, and present Toys, 
Sweetmeats and Fruits to the juvenile visitors....”72 

By this time Kriss Kringle was a ubiquitous presence in 
Philadelphia, and several places were announcing themselves as his 
“headquarters.” One of these places advertised that “‘Kriss Krinciz’ has 
determined to make the Assembly Building his Head Quarters over 
the Holidays....” He would be appearing there with a ventriloquist 
for six performances on Christmas Day (every two hours from 10 
a.m. to 8 p.m.) But on that same day a bookstore, too, advertised 
itself as “Kriss Krincir’s HEAD QUARTERS FOR Curistmas Boos’: 


Come and choose—come one, come all—he has laid a great variety on the 
counter for you to choose from. Parents bring your children. Children don’t 
forget to ask your parents, and remember that it is at JOHN B. PERRY’s, No 198 
Market street.”72 


Bookstores and theaters represented two different cultural worlds. 
If theatergoing was part of the rowdy world of Christmas carnival, 


reading books was part of the world of quiet domestic pleasures. By 
the mid-1840S Kriss Kringle had entered the world of books, and he 
was urging his youthful readers to do the same. In 1842 a 
Philadelphia publisher brought out Kriss Kringle’s Book, a gift book 
for children that explained the ritual of St. Nicholas (it even 
included Clement Clarke Moore’s poem, “A Visit from St. Nicholas”) 
and urged its youthful readers to “prepare” for his visit by acting 
“obedient to their parents, studious, respectful to their teachers, 
gentle to their play-fellows, and attentive to their religious duties.” 
If they did so, such children would be certain to receive “numerous 
tokens” of Santa Claus’s goodwill. And among these tokens there 
were sure to be books: “Saint Nicholas ... loves to give the children 
nice little story books, such as will teach them to be good, and at 
the same time afford them a good deal of innocent amusement....”74 
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Santa in Blackface. The cover page of a collection of minstrel songs 
published in New York in about 1840. The songs were written and 
performed by one of the best-known American minstrels, Thomas 
Rice, who performed onstage as “Jim Crow.” The exact reason for 
attributing the authorship of this pamphlet to “Santa Claus” is 
obscure. (Courtesy, American Antiquarian Society) 


In 1845 two other Philadelphia publishers entered the Kriss 
Kringle market. One came out with Kriss Kringles Christmas Tree, 
which contained a poem in which a boy chooses a book as his 
present, passing over the rowdier options of a “sword or drum.” The 
other publisher produced a book called Kriss Kringles Raree Show, for 
Good Boys and Girls. This, too, was a gift book. Its text consisted of a 
series of history lessons—thirty-eight very brief stories (two pages 
each), most of which were accounts of famous battles in American 
or European history.75 


Santa Claus as Theater Manager. This illustration, from the title 
page of Kriss Kringle’s Raree Show (1845), shows Kriss Kringle in the 
role of a theater manager, collecting tickets from the eager boys 
shoving to get into the show on Christmas Day. Kriss Kringle is 


depicted as a plebeian here, and he even smokes a short pipe! 
(Courtesy, American Antiquarian Society) 
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Theater Interior with Curtain Down. Kriss Kringle is now seated 
atop the chandelier at the top left, his pipe tucked into his cap. 
From this position he will draw the curtain for each change of 
scene. The audience itself suggests elements of misrule: One boy is 
sitting on the stage; the little girl in front of him is crying; and 
another little girl (at the right) is blowing a tin horn. (Courtesy, 
American Antiquarian Society) 


Theater Interior with Curtain Raised. Only the scene onstage has 
changed here—the rest of the setting remains the same (as it does in 
every single illustration in this book). The dramatic scenes, this one 
showing Indians battling Conquistadores, are all represented as 
merely drawings on an inner curtain. This is a low-budget operation 
even in fantasy! (Courtesy, American Antiquarian Society) 


But the text of Kringle’s Raree Show is the least interesting thing 
about this book. What is more intriguing is the way the book was 
organized around the conceit implied by its title. A raree show meant 
either of two things.7© Its first meaning was “a show carried about 
in a box,” such as an exhibition of pictures, viewed through a 
magnifying lens inserted in a small opening at one end of the box 
(this would later become known as a “peep show”). Indeed, each of 
the thirty-eight historical accounts contained a full-page picture— 
and instead of being divided into chapters, each account was labeled 
a “sight” (thus “Sight the Twenty-First” was “the Capture of Stony 


Point” during the American Revolution; and “Sight the Thirty- 
Eighth” was “the Battle of Lake Erie” during the War of 1812). 


The second meaning of the term raree show, by extension, was 
large-scale and theatrical: “a spectacle of any kind,” or a 
“spectacular display,” especially a theatrical spectacle (often, 
apparently, one related to pantomime). Kriss Kringle’s Raree Show fit 
this definition because it pretended to offer the experience of going 
to the theater—specifically, the experience of a group of children 
attending a theatrical “exhibition” at Christmas. On the title page is 
pictured the arrival of the children at the theater. Kriss Kringle plays 
the role of theater manager in this picture. Standing at the entrance, 
he takes the children’s tickets as they attempt to press into the hall. 
He is pictured much as Moore described Santa Claus—a plebeian, 
short and plump, bearded, holding “the stump of a pipe” in his 
teeth. (But that is also, I suspect, very much the way an actual 
theater manager of the time might have looked.) 


The book’s brief introduction sets the scene and also describes the 
interior of the theater. This description is accompanied by a full- 
page illustration of the interior of the theater, with the lowered 
curtain at its center (the inscription on the curtain is the title of the 
book). Kriss Kringle, the manager, now magically sits poised atop a 
candelabrum at the left side of the proscenium, where he will 
presumably manipulate the curtain for each of the “sights” in the 
show (or book). In the foreground we see the children who will be 
the audience (or readers). These children may not exactly resemble 
the real Philadelphia children who had disrupted theatrical 
performances two years earlier by “tossing each other ... over each 
other’s heads and jostling the weak under foot.” But they aren’t 
exactly quiet or passive, either. One boy has already climbed onto 
the stage; several are laughing and talking, and waving (apparently 
to Kriss Kringle). The little girl on the extreme left is crying, and the 
little girl at the right is blowing a tin horn (presumably she has 
received it as a Christmas present; tin horns were such notorious 
noisemakers that they were later banned in the city of Philadelphia). 
Finally, several youthful couples appear to be taking the opportunity 


to do some flirting. I suspect that the artist drew the scene this way 
because he wanted to convey at least a semblance of how such a 
theatrical audience would have looked and behaved on an occasion 
like this—to provide, perhaps, just enough verisimilitude to evoke in 
the young readers of the book something of the vivid sensation of 
actually being there. 


On with the show. At the signal of a ringing bell, the curtain rises 
abruptly, and the performance begins. Kriss Kringle is still present, 
again in the role of theater manager: “He is enjoying the 
astonishment and delight of the children at the scene which presents 
itself on the rising of the curtain.””7 In each of the scenes that follow 
—the thirty-eight “sights’—the same full-page background 
illustration I have just described appears; the only thing that 
changes is the “sight” itself G.e., the historical scene behind the 
curtain). The purpose of this repetition was presumably to save 
money and time on the books artwork; but it also inadvertently 
suggests what we already know from other sources: that a real 
audience would not have quieted down when the curtain went up. 


In Kriss Kringle’s Raree Show we see in action the battle between 
the two cultures of Christmas—going out into the loud streets and 
staying quietly at home. But the battle is not really joined. Reading 
is presented here not so much as an attractive alternative to misrule 
as a mini-version of it, one in which the rowdy adventure went on 
inside one’s head. Here the two forms of behavior, the two cultures 
of Christmas, seep into each other. Reading the book promised the 
adventure of theatergoing, and even showed it, and a little of its 
misrule, led by plebeian Kriss Kringle. It was possible to experience 
the excitement of the theater without leaving home—and without 
posing (or risking) any real danger. But that, perhaps, has always 
been the promise of reading itself.78 


By the 1840s the police in Philadelphia and other American cities 
were regularly on the lookout for gatherings of unruly boys, and 
ready to throw them in jail. That was one prong in the assault 
against Christmas misrule. Kriss Kringle’s Raree Show is a very poor 
book, but it does show us something of the second prong in that 


same assault—something that other, better books did far more 
effectively. One of those was the famous Christmas story “The 
Nutcracker,” authored by the German writer?. T. A. Hoffmann and 
first published in 1816. Here a proper young girl has an extended 
fantasy of misrule in which her world turns crazily upside down. 
“The Nutcracker” ended up becoming, in the hands of Peter 
Tchaikovsky, a brilliant and popular theatrical spectacle, while Kriss 
Kringle’s Raree Show was quickly forgotten. But both the trite 
Philadelphia book and its far more ingenious German counterpart 
shared a single purpose: to offer youthful readers a secure yet 
exhilarating Christmas treat—a carnival of the mind. 


* The term whoreson meant “bastard” (or “coarse fellow”) but, as here, it could be used 


affectionately between men, as for example, in the modern usage “you old bastard.” 


Cuapter 4 


Affection’s Gift: Toward a History of Christmas Presents 


“Christmas won’t be Christmas without any presents.” 


—Opening line of Little Women (1868) 


A Commerciat CuristmMAs 


AKING cHRistMas aN indoor family affair meant enmeshing it in 

the commercial marketplace. As long as the Christmas gift 

exchange was still a matter of wassailing from peasants to 
landlords, from poor folk to rich ones, the gifts themselves most 
often took the form of food and drink—the landlord’s best food and 
drink, served within his house. Such gifts were not “presents” in the 
modern sense of being purchased in the commercial market. 
Oftentimes, indeed, they were manufactured within the household 
itself, and from grains cultivated by the same peasants who were 
now receiving them back in the form of “cakes and ale.” 


When the gift exchange was brought inside and limited to the 
family circle, such gifts no longer made sense. The wife and children 
of a prosperous man already ate the household’s best food; they 
were already living in the family manor. What made Christmas 
special for them had to be a different sort of gift, the sort of gift that 
soon became known as a Christmas “present.” And that was 


precisely the kind of gift that could most conveniently be procured 
through a purchase. 


The actual change was not that simple, of course. In the latter 
part of the eighteenth century, as we have already seen, ordinary 
households sometimes held special Christmas dinners, dinners that 
might include (as they did for the Maine midwife Martha Ballard— 
see Chapter 1) a few special ingredients—sugar, spices, rum—that 
were purchased in local shops. Or shopkeepers might provide some 
finishing touch for a handmade Christmas present: In 1769, for 
example, Joseph Stebbins paid a shopkeeper in Deerfield, 
Massachusetts, for “coolering [dyeing] a pare of Mitt[en]s for [his] 
wife.” Presumably the mittens themselves had already been knitted, 
probably at home, perhaps by Mrs. Stebbins herself. (We can infer 
that the newly dyed mittens were probably intended as a Christmas 
gift because the transaction took place on December 22.)! We might 
think of such transactions, in which shops played a small but crucial 
role, as “semi-commercial.” They may have been commonplace, 
though evidence on this score is extremely difficult to come by— 
buried in manuscript account-books. But things would begin to 
change soon after 1800. 


Ir 1s commonpiace, NOWadays, to hark back to a time when Christmas 
was simpler, more authentic, and less commercial than it has 
become. Even professional historians have tended to write about the 
pre-twentieth-century Christmas in that way. Generally when people 
muse along these lines it is to associate the noncommercial holiday 
with the years of their own childhood, or perhaps the childhood of 
their parents or (at most) their grandparents. 


As it happens, such musings have been commonplace for a long 
time—for more than a century and a half. Consider the theme of a 
short story dating back to the middle of the nineteenth century, a 
story that commented on the profusion of presents bought and sold 
during the holiday season—and the trouble many comfortably-off 
Americans had in finding something meaningful to give their loved 


ones at Christmas. The author of the story was soon to become 
America’s best-known writer—Harriet Beecher Stowe. When Stowe 
wrote her Christmas story in 1850, she had not yet written Uncle 
Tom’s Cabin, although that great novel was beginning to take shape 
in her mind. But what was also in her mind that year were the 
problems posed by Christmas shopping. 


“Oh, dear!’ “sighs one of the characters in the opening lines of this 
story. “Ohristmas is coming in a fortnight, and 1 have got to think up 
presents for everybody! Dear me, it’s so tedious! Everybody has got 
everything that can be thought of.’” This character goes on to 
declare that even though “‘every shop and store is glittering with all 
manner of splendors,’” it was impossible to decide what presents 
“to get for people that have more than they know what to do with 
now; to add pictures, books, and gilding when the centre tables are 
loaded with them now, and rings and jewels when they are a perfect 
drug!’” When she was a child of 10, explained Stowe (or the 
character who stands in for her in the story), “‘the very idea of a 
present was so new’” that a child would be “‘perfectly delighted” 
with the gift of even a single piece of candy. In those days, 
presents did not fly about as they do now.’” But nowadays, things 
are different: “‘There are worlds of money wasted, at this time of 
year, in getting things that nobody wants, and nobody cares for 
after they are got.’”2 
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Just as many people do today, Harriet Beecher Stowe seems to 
have believed that this change took place within her own generation 
(she was born in 1811). But the difference is that Stowe was 
substantially correct. Commercial Christmas presents did start to 
become common when she was a child, and especially during the 
decade of the 1820s. This chapter will explore the process by which 
that came to happen and the implications such a development had 
for the meaning of the gift exchange. 


Advertising for Presents 


If the domestic reform of Christmas began as an enterprise of 
patricians, fearful for their authority, it was soon being reinforced 
by merchants, who needed the streets to be cleared of drunks and 
rowdies in order to secure them for Christmas shoppers; by shoppers 
who in turn needed to feel secure in the streets; and by newspaper 
editors whose success depended on their mediating between other 
businessmen and their own readers (who were shoppers, too). 


Advertisements for Christmas presents actually began to appear as 
early as the first signs of interest in St. Nicholas emerged, although 
they did not become common for several more decades. The first 
explicit ad for Christmas presents I have found anywhere in the 
United States comes from a New England community, Salem, 
Massachusetts. Dating from 1806 and headed “Christmas Gifts,” the 
advertisement was placed by a local bookseller. (Salem was a major 
port at this time, and a prosperous one.) Boston and New York had 
their first Christmas advertising two years later, in 1808, when two 
such ads appeared in the New York Evening Post. One of these was 
for a shop offering “four hundred and fifty kinds of Christmas 
presents and New-year’s gifts, consisting of toys, childrens [sic] and 
school books, Christmas pieces, Drawing books, Paint, Lead Pencils, 
Conversations and Toy cards, Pocket Books, Penknives, &c.”3 


The advertising began to proliferate after 1820. By 1823 
Christmas was already becoming so commercial that one Boston 
magazine was able to make a joke of it: 


“[There] is a time to give,” says Solomon, and had [that] preacher lived in 
these days, he would have acknowledged, that there was no time like the 
present, and never a better assortment of gifts. Could he [just] peep into the 
Bookstore of Munroe & Francis, ... he might find a book for each of his wives 


[and] concubines, and each of their children, without purchasing duplicates.* 


A decade later, in 1834, a letter printed in a Boston Unitarian 
magazine suggested that the available choice of presents, and the 
aggressiveness with which they were being advertised, had reached 
the point where Christmas shopping was becoming a source of 


confusion. “The days are close at hand when everybody gives away 
something to somebody,” this letter began: 


All the children are expecting presents, and all aunts and cousins to say 
nothing of near relatives, are considering what they shall bestow upon the 
earnest expectants.... I observe that the shops are preparing themselves with 
all sorts of things to suit all sorts of tastes; and am amazed at the cunning 
skill with which the most worthless as well as most valuable articles are set 
forth to tempt and decoy the bewildered purchaser. 


The same letter warned shoppers to “put themselves on their guard, 
to be resolved to select from the tempting mass only what is useful 
and what may do good,” and to avoid “empty trifles, which amuse 
or gratify for the day only.” 


The very multitude bewilders most purchasers; and often have I been pained 
to observe the perplexity of some kind parent or friend, who wished to choose 
wisely, but knew not how, and after long balancing took something at 


random, perhaps good, perhaps worthless.° 


Only too familiar. Even in a small town in rural New Hampshire, 
in 1835 a local newspaper printed a cautionary tale titled “Reflect 
Before You Buy”—a story written for young children!® Similar 
examples abound from following years. By the time Harriet Beecher 
Stowe published her 1850 lament, the sentiment she expressed had 
become a commonplace. 


Most commercial presents were manufactured for children. The 
very first advertisement I have found for Christmas presents, the 
1806 one from Salem, Massachusetts, was for “a large assortment of 
Youth’s and Children’s Books.” The first ad from Boston, in 1808, 
was for “Books for Children.” The first New York ad, also in 1808, 
was for children’s books and toys.7 Over the years, children 
remained the primary target of Christmas ads, but they ceased to be 
the exclusive targets. In 1809, for example, four of the five ads for 
holiday presents that appeared in one Boston newspaper were for 
the entertainment of children, but the remaining one focused on the 
decoration of women: “a general assortment of elegant and 


fashionable seweuzry [sic], consisting of Fine pearl set Brooches; Ear 
Rings; Finger Rings; Bracelets, &c., with rich carnelian and topaz 
Centers; ... carnelian Necklaces; Ear Knobs; Tops and Drops; 
tortoise-shell Combs of all descriptions; gold Watch Chains....” 
(Women, like children, were dependent members of the household. 
Only later were adult men included as appropriate recipients of 
Christmas presents. )8 


A thorough examination of early-nineteenth-century American 
newspapers might well yield slightly earlier dates for such minor 
milestones as the first complaint about consumer confusion or the 
first Christmas advertisement. But the pattern itself seems clear 
enough: Commercial Christmas presents were first publicly 
advertised in the first two decades of the nineteenth century, and 
the advertising became pervasive during the following decade, in 
the 1820s. And through the “country editions” printed by many 
urban newspapers for their rural readers, word that Christmas 
presents were available (and fashionably appropriate) spread 
throughout much of the United States. 


In the early 1840s advertisements for Christmas presents became 
more numerous, ornate, and sophisticated, and newspapers began to 
organize them into a_ separate category titled “Holiday 
Advertisements.” These columns were typically placed on the front 
page, at the very beginning of the advertising section (one New 
York paper noted in 1841 that they held “the post of honor”).? 
Christmas advertisements began to appear earlier and earlier, into 
the second week of December.!° On December 23, 1845, Horace 
Greeley’s New York Tribune announced that the paper would be 
“compelled to issue a [special] supplement” the following day so as 
“to make room for the matter which the pressure of Holiday 
Advertisements has crowded out for a few days past.” (“By the 
way,” it added, “our readers who think of making Christmas 
Presents will find our advertising columns unusually interesting. 
Almost every thing worth buying is offered there. Read and make 
your selections.”) Finally, Santa Claus himself began to be used in 


advertisements, and of course in shops themselves, as a way of 
attracting the attention of children (more about this later). 


It was probably no accident that these aggressive advertising 
tactics were devised in hard economic times. The depression that set 
in at the end of 1839 was the deepest the United States had yet 
experienced. But merchants, abetted by newspapers, openly used 
Christmas as a way to attract shoppers even in the depths of the 
depression. One Philadelphia paper announced on December 24, 
1841, that “Christmas is at hand,” and tried to persuade its readers 
to ignore economic conditions for a while by opening their purses to 
buy holiday gifts. The newspaper represented the depression as “Old 
Hard Times,” an unpopular monarch. But readers were assured that 
he “has abdicated for the present,” to be replaced by a more 
benevolent figure: “Old Santa Claus is expected tonight, and gaily 
are the windows of the fancy, fruit, cake, and other stores decorated 
to receive him—and puzzled will the old fellow be to make a 
selection from the thousand curiosities, delicacies, and elegancies 
which are spread before him.” The newspaper itself was prepared to 
come to Santas assistance: “In consideration of the many duties that 
he has to perform at this time, we will endeavor to lighten his 
labors; and in order that he may make the best choice to be found in 
the city, we are determined to send him a copy of the Ledger, where 
he will find every thing that is worthy of his notice judiciously 
advertised under the proper head....”!1 


Most Philadelphia shopkeepers emphasized the variety of gifts 
they had in stock and—in a tacit acknowledgment of the hardness of 
the times—the wide range of prices for which they could be bought. 
A jeweler made the point as well as anyone: He had rings as costly 
as $25 each, but also as cheap as 25 cents (the same was true of his 
earrings, breast pins, gold and silver pencil cases, and so on). This 
jeweler even offered violins for sale—at anywhere from “$i to 
$40.”12 


Businessmen went to great lengths to persuade Philadelphians to 
visit their shops. Beginning with the 1840 Christmas season, a fierce 
competition developed among the city’s confectioners, who devised 


the idea of baking immense cakes that would be displayed in their 
shop windows on December 23—“mammoth cakes,” they were 
termed. Customers could purchase pieces of the cake to take home. 
One of these cakes weighed in at 250 pounds; another was twice 
that size. The following year the stakes went up: One confectioner 
titled his ad “Larcz ann Exrra mammoto Frurr Caxe—nearty 1000 pounps.”!3 


Another confectioner concluded his ad with a verse: 


My cake is of a giant size, 


Formel to delight your tastes and eyes; 


Lastly, to name a case in point, 


The Times being sadly out of joint [i.e., the depression] ..., 


My Prices shall be very small, 


To meet my patrons, one and all. 


Confectioners also created an even more widespread fad: 
caramelized sugar and chocolate molded into a variety of 
improbable shapes, and crafted to appear real. One report, from 
Philadelphia, referred to lavish Christmas displays of candied 
“mutton chops, sausages, boiled lobsters, pieces of bacon, cabbages, 
carrots, loaves of bread, &c. all made of sugar, and colored to the 
life.”!4 More common shapes included various kinds of animals as 
well as oversize insects such as beetles, spiders, and—for some 
reason these were a special favorite—cockroaches. 


Luxury AND THE Lure oF CuristMAs 


There is a paradox here. Christmas presents were almost by 
definition luxury items—and luxuries are the first things that people 
give up when times are hard. But there was also another side to the 
same coin, a countervailing impulse that made many people 
vulnerable to splurging at Christmas, even in hard times. 
Businessmen knew that Christmas was the one time of the year 
when people had long expected to buy and consume things they did 


not need, even if they could not really afford to. A New York 
newspaper, the Herald, had played on this point two years earlier, 
when the depression was just coming on. Despite the state of the 
economy (what the writer of one article coyly termed “the rumored 
hardness of the times”), Christmas presents were readily available, 
and everyone should purchase something—at the very least, a 
present for the “one being that they love.” Forget the depression for 
a little while, this writer counseled: “Who is there, that is not 
ground into the very dust by biting poverty, that would hesitate, at 
this hallowed season, to bestow a souvenir upon this one beloved 
object—this cherished flower of affection?”!5 This writer was well 
aware of how vulnerable his readers were to the call for spending 
even beyond their means “at this hallowed season.” 


It was potent fuel. Christmas had long been a special ritual time 
when the ordinary rules of behavior were upended. It was a time 
when people let strange things happen to their sense of what was 
acceptable behavior, their sense of limits. Christmas was (and still 
is) a time to let go of ordinary psychological restraints, to shift into 
an inner state in which it became possible to do what was otherwise 
unthinkable. What made that sort of indulgence objectively possible 
in an agricultural society was, as we have seen, the cycle of the 
seasons, in which December was a time of leisure and a season of 
plenty—plenty of food and drink. It was a time when consumption 
—overconsumption—was expected. It was a time to gorge on the 
best food and drink—not just bread and beer but “cakes and ale.” It 
was a time to splurge, until the hard freeze of winter, and with it 
the constraints of ordinary existence, set in once again. 


For many people living in America (and Western Europe) in the 
second quarter of the nineteenth century, that seasonal rhythm was 
less powerfully imposed, less all-defining, than it had once been. 
Urbanization and capitalism were liberating people from the 
constraints of an agricultural cycle and making larger quantities of 
goods available for more extended periods of time. But that change 
was very recent; and memories of the behavioral rhythms of the old 
seasonal cycle were still fresh. Late December was still associated 


with letting go, with splurging, with overindulgence in luxuries that 
were hardly available at all during the rest of the year. 


In early-nineteenth-century America, however, Christmas had to 
contend with another countervailing force. This had to do not with 
seasonal rhythms but with cultural predisposition. Most Americans 
of the Jacksonian period were predisposed to distrust luxury and 
excess. Even where buying luxury goods was economically possible, 
it was ideologically suspect. During and after the War for 
Independence, Americans had been taught that indulging in luxury 
was frivolous—that it was a vice associated with the decadent 
aristocratic nations of Europe. The American Republic had to be 
more abstemious than that if it was to survive and prosper. Buying 
luxury goods amounted, therefore, almost to a subversive political 
act, the kind of small gesture that could jeopardize the future health 
of the Republic. Consumer capitalism and civic virtue were not 
commonly associated with each other in early-nineteenth-century 
America. 


Once again, Christmas came to the rescue. For this was one time 
of the year when the lingering reluctance of middle-class Americans 
to purchase frivolous gifts for their children was overwhelmed by 
their equally lingering predisposition to abandon _ ordinary 
behavioral constraints. Christmas helped intensify and legitimize a 
commercial kind of consumerism. 


Producers and merchants were not slow to grasp these 
connections. They recognized that it was possible to exploit the 
season by offering a plethora of “fancy” goods, luxury items of 
precisely the kind that few people were willing to purchase at any 
other time of the year: books, toys, jewelry and fancy clothes, candy 
and cake. After all, one of the defining characteristics of an effective 
Christmas present was that it was a luxury, not something that 
satisfied a practical need. As Horace Greeley put it in an 1846 
editorial, a Christmas gift should never be “a matter of homely 
necessity.” 


A commercial Christmas thus emerged in tandem with the 
commercial economy itself, and the two were mutually reinforcing. 


On the one hand, the new economy made possible that now-familiar 
development—the commercialization of Christmas. On the other, 
Christmas itself served to fuel the general process. of 
commercialization. It was the thin end of the wedge by which many 
Americans became enmeshed in the more self-indulgent aspects of 
consumer spending. (To be sure, it has recently become clear that 
the “consumer revolution” was actually a long process, one whose 
beginnings historians now place back in the colonial period, even 
before the American Revolution.!© But the process accelerated 
sharply around the beginning of the nineteenth century.) Christmas 
was used to lubricate the “demand side” of a dynamic 
commercializing economy. Much as Christmas alcohol helped 
release one sort of ordinarily forbidden behavior, so Christmas 
advertising helped release another sort. In this way Christmas 
became a crucial means of legitimizing the penetration of 
consumerist behavior into American society. 


Arrection’s Girt 


Books as Gifts 


As it happened, publishers and booksellers were the shock troops in 
exploiting—and developing—a Christmas trade. And books were on 
the cutting edge of a commercial Christmas, making up more than 
half of the earliest items advertised as Christmas gifts. (The very 
first commercial Christmas gift I have encountered was the almanac 
that Martha Ballard’s son-in-law received from one of his 
acquaintances. See Chapter 1.) In fact, even before books were 
actually labeled as Christmas presents in the newspapers, they were 
being marketed for that purpose. 


Mason Locke Weems (“Parson” Weems), a bookseller and writer 
who is remembered today for inventing the legend of young George 
Washington and the cherry tree, distributed his own books as 
Christmas presents in 1810—including the popular biography of 


Washington in which the cherry tree story first appeared. That year 
he advertised that he would offer a deep discount to buyers “who 
take several copies of Washington and Marion [another biography] 
for Christmas Boxes to their young relations.”!7 


Even in New England, and as early as 1783, the publisher Isaiah 
Thomas inserted on Christmas Day in his Worcester, Massachusetts, 
newspaper an ad titled “Books for little Masters and Misses, proper 
for new year’s cirts.” A year later Thomas ran a similar ad, headed 
“CHILDREN’S BOOKS.... Very proper for parents &c. to present to their 
children as New-years gifts, &c.” (He inserted these ads on 
December 25, probably because the term “New Year’s” covered the 
two holidays together.)!18 Then, in 1789, Thomas went a step 
further: He published a little children’s book, Nurse Truelove’s 
Christmas Box (“Christmas box” was a term for a Christmas gift). The 
text of this book actually concluded with a promise from “Nurse 
Truelove” herself—she was something of a cross between Mother 
Goose and Santa Claus—“to make a present of another book by way 
of New Years Gift, (which will be published soon after Christmas).” 
As a parting shot, “Nurse Truelove” added an explicit ad for Isaiah 
Thomas’s Worcester bookshop: “In the mean time, if you should 
want any other little Books, pray send to Mr. Thomas’s, where you 
may have the following” (what followed was a list of children’s 
books that Isaiah Thomas had on hand). Thomas was using the 
special associations of the Christmas season with luxury spending to 
get children (and their parents) into his shop.19 


Gift Books 


It was in the 1820s that publishers began to cultivate the Christmas 
trade in a systematic fashion. In 1826, for example, the Boston 
booksellers Munroe and Francis printed a special Christmas flyer— 
207 children’s books, ranging in price from 6% cents to 40 cents 
each. Two years later the same booksellers circulated another flyer; 
this one was headed “Christmas and New-Year ... Presents for the 


Coming Season.” Four densely printed pages in length, it listed the 
better part of a thousand items.2°9 


But it was not just by heavy advertising that the book trade acted 
as the shock troops of a commercial Christmas during the 1820s. 
The most important step it took in that direction was to invent a 
new kind of product, in the form of a new literary genre that was 
specifically linked to the Christmas season. The genre was the “Gift 
Book”—a mixed anthology of poetry, stories, essays, and 
(frequently) pictures. Gift Books were always published at the very 
end of the year, just in time for sale as Christmas presents. 
Whenever one of them sold well, a new number bearing the same 
title would be brought out a year later (giving rise to an alternative 
name for the genre, “literary annuals”). 


Gift Books first appeared in Europe at the beginning of the decade 
and were taken up in the United States in 1825, when the 
Philadelphia publishers Carey & Lea brought out The Atlantic 
Souvenir. The preface to this volume defined the new genre as a 
specific combination of sentiment, season, and content: 


Nothing would seem more naturally to suggest itself, as one of those marks of 
remembrance and affection, which old custom has associated with the gaiety 
of Christmas, than a little volume of lighter literature, adorned with beautiful 


specimens of art. 


Of course, the genre had no more suggested itself “naturally” than 
was the practice of buying Christmas presents really an “old 
custom.” Still, within a very few years American Gift Books had 
proliferated wildly. And their proliferation followed a clear pattern, 
one that was unprecedented in the history of American publishing. 
Gift Books were available at every price range and for every 
conceivable market—demographic, religious, political, and cultural. 
Some Gift Books consisted entirely of poetry; others were humorous 
(The Comic Annual). There were Gift Books for children (in fact, for 
boys and girls separately), young men, mothers, Jacksonian 
Democrats, proponents of temperance and abolitionism, even 
members of men’s clubs {The Masonic Offering and The Odd Fellows’ 


Offering). In other words, publishers had managed to divide the 
market for Gift Books into highly specialized niches—identified by 
class, age, ideology, and cultural temperament. They had managed 
to achieve an astonishing degree of what modern economists now 
refer to as market segmentation. 


And an equally high degree of market penetration. From the time 
they were introduced in 1825, Gift Books were sold in almost every 
corner of the nation and advertised in newspapers throughout the 
American hinterland. What was especially remarkable about this 
market penetration was the way it was organized: Virtually every 
American Gift Book was published in one of only three places, in the 
cities of Boston, New York, and Philadelphia. And this was in an era 
when the publication of other kinds of books was still being carried 
out on a strikingly decentralized basis. (In fact, books were often 
printed in towns so small that nowadays they would not even 
support a local newspaper.)2! Gift Books had a nationwide 
distribution that was based on a highly centralized mode of 
production. Here again, they were on the cutting edge of economic 
change in the United States. 


Many Gift Books were ornate, with gilt edges, lavish bindings, 
expensive engravings, and colored “presentation plates.” But they 
came at all price levels. James Gordon Bennett’s New York Herald 
noted in the depression year 1840 that Gift Books “come within the 
range of the means of most persons, varying in price from $3 to 
$15;” and it added pointedly: “There are few that would wish to 
give a lady a present of a less value than $3.”22* 


Gift Books were compiled whenever possible by a popular author 
whose name on the title page could be expected to guarantee added 
sales. They could be put together fast, in a matter of weeks if 
necessary. In 1837, one apologetic editor publicly acknowledged 
that the decision to compile his Gift Book “only suggested itself to 
the Publisher a fortnight before the last sheet was put to press,” and 
that the work had to be completed so quickly because the publisher 
wished it to “appear at the season when the annuals and other 


similar publications are most in request.”23 Nowadays such books 
are called quickies. 


Gift Books have been studied to show their influence in 
disseminating literature and art to the American public. They have 
also been studied, more than any other genre of printed matter, as 
physical objects, examples of the “materiality” of literary culture: to 
show that books were not only read but also gazed at, fondly 
handled, and proudly displayed. What I wish to add here is a point 
that it is easy to overlook: Gift Books were marketed as presents, 
purchased only to be given away. Indeed, as far as I can determine, 
Gift Books were the very first commercial products of any sort that 
were manufactured specifically, and solely, for the purpose of being 
given away by the purchaser. And, of course, they were to be given 
away during the Christmas season. The overwhelming majority of 
Gift Books bore as their subtitle the phrase “A Christmas and New 
Year’s Gift” (or “Present”). That is why they were often so physically 
ornate: Christmas was the appointed time for luxury spending. Once 
again, the case of Gift Books suggests the manner in which 
Christmas was consciously used by entrepreneurs as an agent of 
commercialization, an instrument with which to enmesh Americans 
in the web of consumer capitalism. 


For at least one major publishing house (and probably others), 
Gift Books represented the single-largest venture of the business 
year. The Philadelphia firm of Carey & Lea invested heavily in the 
production of The Atlantic Souvenir. In 1829 and again in 1830, the 
firm printed 10,500 copies of this very popular Gift Book, at a cost 
of more than $12,500 each year; in 1830 this sum came to more 
than 30 percent of their total production costs for the year. (The 
$12,500 included printing costs and payments to the books editor 
and its contributors, but the single most expensive item, easily 
exceeding all the authors’ payments combined, was the book’s 
engravings.) But Carey & Lea hoped for a substantial return on their 
investment: if the press run sold out, they would take in $17,386, 
for a net profit of almost 40 percent.24 


Gift Books were marketed with aggressive new techniques. For 
example, they commonly contained their own advertisements—not 
tucked away in the back pages but inscribed within the literary 
matter itself. (This was especially true of Gift Books that were 
intended for children.) Sometimes this self-advertising took the 
general form of a story or poem in which a character insisted that 
books (and especially Gift Books) made the best presents. Take The 
Violet for 1837 (edited by Eliza Leslie, whom we have encountered 
before as the author of the story about young Robert Hamlin’s 
Philadelphia shopping excursion). This volume contains a poem in 
which four young siblings discuss the Christmas presents they would 
like to receive. Three of the four indicate that they are hoping for 
toys. But the fourth child, an older sister, knows that children will 
quickly lose interest in toys. What she wants instead are books—and 
a Gift Book most of all: 


For me, of books I should not tire 
Were hundreds on my shelf; 

I'll tell you now my chief desire— 
An “Annual” for myself; 

With cover handsomely emboss’d, 
And gilded edges bright; 

With prints to look at, tales to read, 


And verses to recite. 


Often poems such as this named the very Gift Book in which they 
appeared. The 1840 preface to a children’s Gift Book, The 
Annualette, contained this typical verse: 


Annuals for every taste, for every age, 

Lie scattered round, decked in their covers gay.... 
Then choose, and neither old nor young forget— 
Each child, at least, must have the ANNUALETTE.2° 


Sometimes such verse even advertised other volumes on the 
publisher’s list. For example, The Pearl was published by the 
Philadelphia firm of Ash and Anners, which also published a 


periodical named Parleys Magazine. Sure enough, a poem in The 
Pearl for 1836 has a father who tells his children, as he is handing 
them their presents: 


Here’s Parley’s Magazine, my boys, 
And for my little girl 

Here is a very pretty book, 

Whose title is “The Pearl.” 


And in the very next number of The Pearl, for 1837, one story ends 
with a group of children opening their Christmas presents. “‘I am so 
glad that I have got The Pearl,’ “one says, and a second chimes in 
after opening another holiday book brought out by the same 
publishers: “‘I have The Boys’ Week-Day Book—I have wanted it so 
much,’”26 


Even Santa Claus got into the act. The preface to a Gift Book first 
published in 1842 as St. Nicholas’s Book conveyed the point that it 
had been put together directly on the personal instructions of St. 
Nicholas himself, who desired to have a book “made exactly to his 
mind for the Christmas of this year” and who therefore “applied to 
the author to make one, to be called ‘St. Nicholas’s Book for All 
Good Boys and Girls.’”” The preface noted, simply, “Here it is.” And 
it continued: 


Each of those children whom Saint Nicholas ... most highly approves, will be 
sure to find a copy of this book, with all its stories and pictures, and its nice 
binding, safely deposited in his stocking in the chimney corner, on the 


morning of next Christmas, or at farthest, next New Year’s Day.27 


When they were manufactured as presents for adults, Gift Books 
were often ornate and luxurious to the eye and hand. Commonly, 
they were named to suggest their resemblance to other kinds of 
beautiful luxury objects, notably jewels or flowers, both of which 
were also popular as Christmas presents (the latter were newly 
available in winter through commercial hothouses). Thus, for 
jewelry, there were the Amaranth, Amethyst, Amulet, Brilliant, 
Coronet, Diadem, Gem, Gem of the Season, Jewel, Literary Gem, Lyric 


Gem, Opal, Pearl, and Ruby. For flowers, there were Autumn Leaves, 
Bouquet, Christmas Blossoms, Dahlia, Dew-Drop, Evergreen, Floral 
Offering, Flowers of Loveliness, Garland, Hyacinth, Iris, Laurel Wreath, 
Lily, Lily of the Valley, Magnolia, May Flower, Moss-Rose, Primrose, 
Rose, Rose Bud, Violet, Winter-Bloom, Wintergreen, Woodbine, and 
Wreath. 


Gift Books were probably among the most expensive books many 
Americans had ever purchased. Take the experience of a rather 
prosperous man, John Davis of Worcester, Massachusetts. (A future 
governor of Massachusetts, he was then serving in the U.S. 
Congress.) On December 26, 1826, Davis wrote to his wife that he 
had visited a Washington bookstore and bought her a “very 
beautiful” Gift Book: 


I went into a bookstore to see what was the price of a souvenir [i.e., a Gift 
Book] that I might send you a new year’s present. I saw them advertised as 
very beautiful and found them so as you will judge by the price $5. This 
bookstore is one of the best... the most pleasant I ever saw. The proprietor ... 
seems to spare nothing to get the most rich and costly collections of books, of 
prints, maps and everything else. The shop is not large but elegant. I saw 


many things I wanted to buy but they cost too much.28 


Davis admitted here that he had been tempted to buy “many things” 
that were more expensive than he was used to purchasing. But he 
did spend $5 on a single book for his wife—and he let her know it 
(which suggests that he was not used to spending so much money 
on books). 


Ir wou be unfair to conclude that these books were purchased and 
given away simply as a display of conspicuous consumption. 
Christmas gifts had to be (or appear to be) expressions of personal 
sentiment, designed to signify or enhance intimate personal bonds— 
bonds between parents and children, husbands and wives, suitors 
and those they courted. And that is surely what parents, husbands, 
and suitors wanted them to be. Such Christmas presents were 


intended above all to represent an expression of feeling. This meant 
that they were to be given freely, out of affection, and not as part of 
an old-fashioned gift exchange offered in fulfillment of an 
obligation. The Herald’s new rival, Horace Greeley’s New York 
Tribune, put this point quite clearly in 1846: “The season approaches 
when Good Wishes take visible, palpable form, becoming active in 
the shape of Gifts.... To give and receive the free will offerings of 
Friendship and Affection are among the purest pleasures permitted 
to this state of being....” Greeley stressed that such “free will 
offerings of Friendship and Affection” had nothing in common with 
the traditional exchange of gifts for goodwill: 


A present given to create a sense of obligation, even to a dependent or child, 
becomes at the best a Chanty, humiliating rather than inspiring the receiver. 


Charity is well in its place ... : but a Gift of Affection is quite another matter. 


That was why it was so important for the gift to stand outside the 
realm of ordinary day-to-day needs, to be a luxury item and never 
what Greeley called “a matter of homely necessity or mere 
mercantile utility.” “In short, it should not so much satisfy a want as 
express a sentiment, speaking a language which if unmeaning to the 
general ear, is yet eloquent to the heart of the receiver.”29 


Greeley knew that spouses and lovers often presented such Gift 
Books to each other. And an editorial puffin the New York Herald in 
1839, describing the “splendid volumes” of Gift Books on sale at the 
local bookshops, suggested that they would make the best possible 
present for the “one beloved object,” the “cherished flower of 
affection” in their lives. The notice concluded pointedly: Such 
presents say, “in language not to be mistaken, ‘Forget me not.’”39 


In other words, the presentation of a Gift Book could be used as 
part of the courtship process, as a way of deepening a personal 
relationship or signaling a willingness to do so. That often meant 
treading a delicate line—to be personal and sincere yet not too 
intimate. As the preface to one Gift Book phrased the matter: 


In the festive season of the year, when kind feelings flow forth in gifts, 
tokens, and remembrances, nothing ... is more appropriate as a souvenir, 
than a handsome book. It can be given and received without a violation of 


delicacy....3! 


There was a problem here. Whether Gift Books were used by 
suitors or by affectionate parents, there was an inherent tension 
between the message they were intended to convey and the fact that 
they were actually mass-produced and mass-marketed commodities. 
Given the personal weight such gifts were meant to carry, that was 
hardly appropriate. It was crucial that they be able to conceal the 
facts of their own production and distribution—to disguise their 
origins, in other words. 


One reason that Gift Books made such successful Christmas gifts is 
that they managed to do that job very well. (In the antebellum 
years, as now, both jewels and flowers seemed to do the job, too, 
since they were not only beautiful luxury goods but also objects that 
could be represented as the creations of nature. This was another 
reason so many Gift Books were named for jewels and flowers.) 
Sometimes the very title of a Gift Book indicated the sentiment it 
was meant to carry: thus Souvenir itself (meaning something to be 
remembered), but also Affections Gift, Forget Me Not, Friendships 
Offering, Gift of Friendship, Keepsake, Leaflets of Memory, Memento 
(subtitled “A Gift of Friendship”), Remember Me, Token, and Token of 
Friendship. Both The Pearl and The Rose were subtitled “Affections 
Gift,” and in that way associated jewelry and flowers, respectively, 
with personal feelings—with the world of domestic affections, not 
the world of commodity production. 


The publishers of Gift Books took pains to give their products a 
personalized look. Of course, any book given as a present could be 
personalized by means of an inscription on the flyleaf, giving the 
name of the giver and the recipient (and their relationship), and 
adding the date on which the book was presented. But Gift Books 
went further than that. Ironically, the very techniques of mass 
production were employed to make Gift Books appear personal and 


unique, to convey the impression that they were customized, even 
handmade, products. At the frontispiece of each volume, there 
typically appeared a special introductory page known as a 
“presentation plate”—an engraving expressly designed to be written 
on by the buyer of the book, to personalize it and make the 
presentation itself an intrinsic part of the book. 


Some presentation plates contained room for the purchaser not 
only to fill in his name and the name of the person who was to 
receive the book but even to compose a phrase that indicated the 
precise degree or quality of affection he wished the present to 
convey. Thus the presentation plate in The Token for 1833 (a Gift 
Book that also happened to include three newly published stories by 
Nathaniel Hawthorne) left an empty line in which the purchaser was 
to fill in just what the book was a token of. (In the copy of this 
volume owned by the American Antiquarian Society, a man named 
Waldo Flint has written that his present to Rebekah Scott 


Presentation Plate. The printed part of this plate (from a Gift Book 
called The Token) leaves only three phrases to be filled in by the 
books purchaser. It reads: “From ———— as a Token of ———- to 
———.” This particular number of The Token happened to contain 
the first publication of three stories by Nathaniel Hawthorne. 
(Courtesy, American Antiquarian Society) 


Courtship at Christmas. The young Cupid in the foreground of this 
presentation plate has just shot an arrow into the heart placed in the 
background at the right. There is little ambiguity here as to the 
point being made by anyone who purchases this Gift Book as a 
Christmas present! (Courtesy, American Antiquarian Society) 


Dean was to be taken as a token of “his regard.”) In other Gift Books 
the nature of the relationship was already embedded in the design 
of the presentation plate, as it was in an 1837 design showing a 
picture of a Cupid who has, William Tell-like, just shot an arrow 
into the heart that sits perched atop a pediment located to his right. 


Gift Books might be said to represent the “commercialization of 
sincerity.” As a genre, they flourished for little more than a single 
generation, between 1825 and 1860. Perhaps they held a special 
appeal for this particular generation, which was the first to be 
overwhelmed by the world of commodities and thus the only one 
that needed to disguise commercial transactions when they 
threatened to intrude on an intimate setting. A generation earlier, 
one could argue, such transactions had not been possible; a 
generation later, they would be so commonplace that the violation 
would have seemed virtually invisible. 


Bibles as Christmas Gifts 


Most American families owned a Bible if they owned no other book. 
But before the nineteenth century these were family Bibles, large 
and durable folio volumes meant to be used in family devotions and 
to be passed down through the generations. But early in the 
nineteenth century Bibles became “personal” books as well, books 
meant to be the property of the individual who owned them. 


Such Bibles—especially editions of the New Testament—were 
heavily marketed at Christmas. Booksellers frequently advertised 
their selection of Bibles as heavily as they did their Gift Books—and 
right beside them. Here is a selection of ads placed in a Philadelphia 
newspaper by five different booksellers on a single day, December 
24, 1844:32 


—[B]Jeautiful annuals [i.e., Gift Books], bibles, and prayer 
books, and other publications, suited to all ages and 
inclinations. 


—[A]n elegant assortment of juvenile books, religious 
books, miniature books for gift books, bibles, prayer 
books and testaments. 


—[A]nnuals, prayer and hymn books, pocket bibles, &c. 


—[H]andsome hymn books, annuals, prayer books, and 
bibles. 


—[A]nnuals, bibles, prayer books, &c. 


Even more self-evidently than with Gift Books, giving Bibles must 
have felt like a gesture suffused with sincerity, far removed from the 
world of commodity production and commercial exchange. But from 
a publisher’s perspective, Bibles were commercial products. And as 
the market for Bibles expanded, so did the competition between 
editions. They came big and small, fancy and plain, fat and thin. 
Like Gift Books, too, Bibles came in a great variety of sizes, shapes, 
cover styles, and colors. Personal Bibles, especially, were often small 
in size—“pocket Bibles,” as they were known. There were even 


illustrated Bibles for young children.33 Booksellers advertised such 
Bibles as they advertised Gift Books, emphasizing their elegant 
bindings and illustrations. Personal Bibles were marketed with 
special vigor during the Christmas season, along with booksellers’ 
other wares, as another kind of “elegant” Christmas present. As 
early as 1818, a bookseller in Portsmouth, New Hampshire, printed 
such an advertisement on December 22 (and headed it “Christmas 
and New Years Day”): 


NEW TESTAMENT 


A Personal Bible. A pocket-size edition of the New Testament, 
printed in 1827. As this illustration shows, the binding included a 
leather clasp (shown at the right), the handle of which would be 
inserted into a slit on the front cover when the book was closed. 
This particular volume was inscribed to “Mrs. Dean,” the mother of 
Rebekah Scott Dean, whose Gift Books “presentation plate”. 
(Courtesy, American Antiquarian Society) 


His shop was offering “Elegant diamond type Pocket Bibles, 
superbly bound in morocco, full gilt’—though he would also sell 
“Common [i.e., plain] Pocket Bibles.” In 1821, in Worcester, 
Massachusetts, Isaiah Thomas managed to spend the enormous sum 
of $30 on “elegant Bibles” for his granddaughters.34 


By the 1820s Bibles were competing with one another for market 
share even in their content. One might think that all Bibles were the 
same on the inside, but this was not the case. Take illustrations, for 
example. The pictures printed in various illustrated editions of the 
Bible often emphasized one or another element of the text (divine 
wrath or divine mercy, for instance), presumably to appeal to 
readers of varying theological preferences or aesthetic sensibilities— 
once again, a form of market segmentation. And many Bibles were 
published with end matter appended to make the book more 
accessible or alluring; these included chronologies and tables of 
pronunciation, etymology, geography, scriptural weights and 
money, as well as colored maps. Several Bibles published in the 
1820s contained an ingenious foldout “Key,” designed to make the 
meaning of many of the verses easier to ponder. 


But Bibles were able to disguise their identity as commercial 
products, even more effectively than Gift Books. The divine 
authorship of the Bible, and its role as an infallible guide to the 
conduct of human life, rendered any clever sleight of hand quite 
unnecessary, especially when a Bible was intended as a present— 
and even when its physical packaging was used as a marketing 
device. Horace Greeley’s New York Tribune made the point quite 
clearly in 1846. After arguing that holiday gifts had to be “the free 
will offerings of Friendship and Affection,” objects that would 
“express a sentiment,” Greeley went on to suggest that Bibles were 
the “fittest” holiday present he had “ever yet beheld.” But Greeley 
was not referring to just any Bible: “We speak of THe miumnatep BIBLE, 
published by Harper & Brothers in a superb royal quarto of some 
1500 pages, profusely illustrated by Adams from designs selected 
from the most superb European editions.” This edition contained “a 
Chronological Index, a General Index of Subjects, a Concordance, an 
Alphabetical List of Proper Names, with their significations, Tables 
of Weights and Measures, &c.” Most impressive of all was the 
physical package itself; the press work was “glorious” (there were 
usually three or four illustrations on each page) and the binding 
“rich and durable” (the book was leather-bound, hand-tooled, and 


embossed with gold, and its pages were gilt-edged). For those 
reasons, Greeley predicted that “many thousands of copies are 
destined to be treasured as tokens of Affection from and after the 
Holydays.”35 And indeed, the Harpers Illuminated Bible opened with 
a presentation plate of its own, an inscription page that read only “A 
Sacred Token, From—————-To———_,” leaving two blank spaces 
for the names of giver and intended recipient to be filled in. In other 
words, the Illuminated Bible was deliberately marketed as a Gift 
Book. 


The Illuminated Bible was a commercial triumph, selling enough 
copies in its first dozen years to earn the publishers a staggering 
$500,000 in retail receipts.36 But tiny personal Bibles sold well, too, 
and they seemed better suited to fulfill Greeley’s own stated 
criterion, as objects that would “express a sentiment.” Like Gift 
Books, again, these small volumes were often purchased to be given 
as a present by one family member to another: by a parent to a 
child, a husband to a wife, or a lover to his affianced. Here are 
several examples, taken from the American Antiquarian Society’s 
holdings of Bibles published in the single year 1827—a randomly 
selected year: 


—“Henry Cheever, From his affectionate brother George—A Thanksgiving 
present, November 14, 1828.” 


—“This little volume is a New Year’s Gift to Horace James, by his affectionate 
Mother.... Jan. 1, 1828.” 


—‘“Mrs. Dean with the sincere love of her affectionate daughter Rebekah. 
December 21st, 1827.” (This is the same Rebekah Dean who would in turn be 
presented with a Gift Book six years later, by Waldo Flint in token of “his 


regard” for her—see illustration)?” 


There is a classic literary example of all this, and one that occurs 
in a very famous book—Louisa May Alcott’s 1868 novel Little 
Women. When the four young sisters who inhabit this novel awaken 
on Christmas morning, each one finds a “little” illustrated copy of 
the New Testament under her pillow, inscribed with “a few words 
by their mother.” The four presents are of the identical edition (each 


contains “the same picture inside”); but the colors of the covers are 
different, and Alcott specifies just what they are: Jo’s copy is 
“crimson-covered,” Meg’s is “green,” Beth’s is “dovecolored” (i.e., 
beige), and Amy’s is “blue.” (Beth was “very much impressed by the 
pretty books,” Alcott tells us; and Amy says “‘I’m glad mine is 
blue.’”38 The gift of these Bibles is an effective gesture of emotional 
intimacy (their mother, “Marmee,” knows her daughters’ precise 
individual tastes). But at the same time they are part of a process by 
which Marmee is training her daughters to make informed decisions 
of their own in the confusing world of consumer preferences.3? 


In fact, another popular fictional heroine of the period is simply 
overwhelmed when she is forced to select her own Bible. Near the 
beginning of Susan Warner’s runaway best-seller of 1851, The Wide, 
Wide World, the young heroine, Ellen Montgomery, is taken by her 
mother to visit a book shop. As mother and daughter enter the shop, 
Ellen senses “a delicious smell of new books” (starting with 
“T[c]hildren’s books, lying in tempting confusion near the door’— 
that is, placed right at the entrance). And when Ellen heads for the 
Bibles, her “wits were ready to forsake her”: 


Such beautiful Bibles she had never seen; she pored in ecstasy over their 
varieties of type and binding.... “Now, Ellen,” said Mrs. Montgomery, “look 


and choose; take your time, and see which you like best.” 


Ellen looks the Bibles over intensely: “[A]s though a nation’s fate 
were deciding, she was weighing the comparative advantages of 
large, small, and middle-sized; black, blue, purple, and red; gilt and 
not gilt; clasp and no clasp.” First, Ellen selects for herself “a large, 
royal octavo Bible, heavy enough to be a good lift for her.” But her 
mother persuades her that it would be too bulky “for everyday use.” 
So she chooses again, this time “a beautiful miniature edition in two 
volumes, gilt and clasped, and very perfect in all respects, but of 
exceeding small print.” (Ellen says, “‘Isn’t it a beauty? I could put it 
in my pocket, you know, and carry it anywhere with the greatest 
ease.’”) This time Mrs. Montgomery warns Ellen that reading the 


fine print in such a book would soon cause her to require eyeglasses 
—and so presumably to lose her beauty. 


Ellen is bewildered. She has “lost the power of judging amidst so 
many tempting objects....” Finally, rejecting “all that were decidedly 
too large, or too small, or of too fine a print,” she chooses among 
three Bibles “of moderate size and sufficiently large type, but 
different binding.” Her mother approves of all three; Ellen finally 
picks “the red one.”4° 


This was the best-selling novel of its day. Susan Warner’s point is 
clear, and her scores of thousands of avid readers must have 
responded to it: There was simply too much stuff. The very choices 
buyers faced made them feel helpless. Middle-class America was 
consumer heaven, but consumer heaven was also consumer hell. 
The Bible itself—the Book of Books, the one book that offered a 
certain guide through the labyrinth of human existence—had 
become a part of the labyrinth, another overwhelming commodity. 


Tue Sepewicxs: How Ong Famity Discoverep CuristMas 


The commercial and domestic Christmas did not enter American 
culture in some abstract fashion, through some impersonal force 
called consumer capitalism. It was actively pressed, as we have seen, 
by actual producers and sellers and their cultural allies. And on the 
other side it was actively embraced, person by person and 
community by community. To show something of that embrace, I 
have chosen to focus in detail on a single American family. What 
makes this family—the Sedgwicks of western Massachusetts and 
New York City—such a rewarding case study is the richness of the 
private papers they left behind. The Sedgwicks were more 
numerous, and their papers cover a longer period of time, than any 
of the scores of other families whose Christmas practices I have 
traced. The extant Sedgwick family correspondence, housed in 
several hundred manuscript boxes at the Massachusetts Historical 
Society, is filled with detailed and interlinked descriptions of 


domestic events, including holiday rituals. The family letters give us 
a good picture of the way a prosperous New England family made 
the transition to a child-centered Christmas focused on the exchange 
of commercially produced presents. Some of the letters were 
actually written by children. And there is a final touch, though it 
will receive its due attention only in the next chapter: One member 
of this family, the writer Catharine Maria Sedgwick, herself played a 
small role in the larger history of this holiday—for it was she who 
wrote the first fictional account of an American Christmas tree, in a 
story published in 1835. 


Tue Sepcwick cian was the leading family in Stockbridge, 
Massachusetts, a small town located in the Berkshire Hills in the 
rural western part of the state. The family patriarch, Theodore 
Sedgwick (1746-1813), moved to the area from Connecticut before 
the Revolutionary War, and afterward he became an imposing 
political presence, serving first in the Massachusetts legislature and 
later in the U.S. Congress, where he advanced from the House of 
Representatives to the Senate. In 1799 Theodore Sedgwick moved 
back to the lower house, to be elected its Speaker. In 1802 he was 
appointed to the Massachusetts Supreme Court. Always a staunch 
political conservative, Sedgwick was a leading opponent of Shays’s 
Rebellion, the populist uprising that swept through Massachusetts in 
1786-87, and he became an active member of the Federalist Party 
under the new constitution of 1787. 


Theodore Sedgwick had ten children, born between 1775 and 
1791, and seven of the ten lived to reach adulthood. His four 
surviving sons entered adulthood between 1800 and the early 
1820s. Three of these sons became lawyers; two of them moved to 
New York City to pursue their practice. None of the children 
achieved anything like their father’s power, although Theodore, Jr., 
did get himself elected to the Massachusetts state legislature (he also 
became a Democrat and an antislavery reformer during the 1830s). 
The most prominent and influential of Theodore Sedgwick’s 


Catharine Sedgwick 


Along with all her siblings, she rejected Calvinist orthodoxy and 


of the most popular American authors during the 1820s and ’30s.41 
became a committed Unitarian. 


children, though, was not any of his sons but his youngest daughter, 
became a professional novelist and short-story writer—indeed, one 


Catharine Maria Sedgwick (1789-1867). 
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The Sedgwicks were hardly a typical American family. But as 
patrician as they may have been, they were not terribly wealthy 


(not in the same league as a man like Clement Clarke Moore, for 
example). In financial terms, the children of Theodore Sedgwick 
could best be described as belonging to the prosperous upper-middle 
classes. Furthermore, their fundamental conservatism (and their 
rural base) acted as something of a brake on the family’s temptation 
to enmesh themselves in a consumerist Christmas. 


The correspondence of the original family patriarch, Theodore 
Sedgwick, covers almost exactly the same period as Martha Ballards 
diary (see Chapter 1). Except for a single letter from 1776, the 
holiday-season letters begin in the mid-1780s, and Theodore himself 
died only months after Martha Ballard did. Despite the differences 
in the social status of the Sedgwicks and the Ballards, the pattern of 
holiday rituals observed by the two families turns out to be 
somewhat similar. Christmas and New Year’s are mentioned casually 
in the correspondence, in the form of seasonal salutations, especially 
in letters Theodore Sedgwick received from his friends. Theodore’s 
wife, Pamela Dwight Sedgwick, noted the holidays more frequently 
than did Theodore himself, wishing her husband a “joyful 
Christmas” in 1792 and opening a letter to him two years later by 
noting that “It is a most beautiful Christmas morning.”42 Domestic 
presents do not enter the picture. 


Theodore Sedgwick preferred to observe the season with alcohol. 
On January 2, 1784, his old friend and political crony Henry Van 
Schaack wrote him a characteristically jocular letter centering on a 
cask of wine. Van Schaack called Sedgwick a “drinking devil” and 
promised that when the two men met “We will eat & drink & be 
merry.”43 In fact, during the Christmas season Sedgwick and all his 
old friends characteristically wrote to one another in this fashion, 
under the guise of “good old boys.” The convention endured well 
into Sedgwicks middle years, even though by then he was a member 
of the U.S. Congress and claimed to have forsworn such behavior. 
On January 9, 1795, he thanked another friend for his “New Years 
wishes” and inquired, “Where did you eat your beef stake? I suppose 
you gluttonized at the Tavern, and drank a little, and swore a little 
and gambled a little. But with all these wicked things I should have 


been glad to have participated not in them but in your mirth and 
good humour.” And on December 23, 1799, Henry Van Schaack 
wrote to Sedgwick: “We dined at Judge Silvesters this day and 
demolished 3 bowls of the wine you sent.”44 


As much as anything else, Sedgwick and his friends used such 
festivities as a male ritual, implicitly based on the exclusion of 
women. When Sedgwick served in Congress during the 1790s, he 
wrote frequently and disdainfully of the “ladies’ parties” that he was 
invariably pressed to attend during Christmas week in 
Philadelphia.4> But along with women, it was children who were 
excluded from Theodore Sedgwick’s holiday festivities. In all the 
scores of surviving letters written during this season over the years 
between Theodore and his wife and their seven children, there is no 
indication until the very end that the Sedgwicks observed the season 
with any special domestic celebration at their house in Stockbridge. 
It was Pamela Sedgwick who would write to her husband— 
enviously, it seems—“This is a season of great festivity to you.” But 
for her own part she had nothing to report. 


Before 1804, Theodore never once so much as mentioned the 
holidays in his letters to his children. In that year, he finally wished 
them all “many happy new years.” Apparently such greetings were 
more appropriate for Sedgwick’s old friends than for his own 
children. (By this time Sedgwick’s youngest child was 13 years old, 
and the others ranged in age from 16 to 28.) In any case, each year 
from 1804 until his death eight years later, Sedgwick invariably 
used the approaching New Year to lecture them about the need for 
critical self-reflection. On December 24, 1804, he wrote his sons a 
long moralizing letter warning them of the dangers of dissolute 
behavior, especially gambling at cards, an activity that had long 
been associated with the Christmas season. But nowhere in all this 
correspondence is there any hint of domestic celebration. Nor do 
such hints appear in the surviving letters written in these years by 
second-generation Sedgwicks themselves, whether to their father or 
to one another. 


It was not for lack of interest. Theodore Sedgwick’s children 
(along with their mother) keenly felt the absence of holiday 
festivity, at least when they were in their teens. But what they 
yearned for, it seems, was parties and dances, not domestic rituals— 
for precisely the kind of activities that Theodore Sedgwick 
experienced (and scorned) as a congressman in Philadelphia. As 
early as 1798, Pamela Sedgwick wrote about the loneliness of being 
in Stockbridge during the holiday season: 


We have little Matter to communicate as we live without seeing much 
company and know very little of what passes in our Neighborhood. The girls 
generally find amusement in conversing upon and scaning [scanning] the 
characters of their male acquaintances[.] [T]hey have very few Parties and 
have had but two Balls this winter. They think this want of amusement [is] 
the dearth of all Pleasure. They think Stockbridge the most Intolerable Place 


in the world and would Prefer Greenland or Zambly[?] to staying here.*© 


The holidays did not go wholly unacknowledged in Stockbridge. 
On New Years Day, 1805, Catharine M. Sedgwick (then 16 years 
old) used the bulk of her morning “to discharge my domestic duties, 
and greet my neighbors with the salutations of the New Year.” And 
that afternoon her privacy “was interrupted by the most unwelcome 
and vexatious visitors.” Although we have no way of knowing why 
these particular guests seemed so “vexatious,” the Sedgwicks were 
the squires of Stockbridge, and it should come as no surprise that 
Catharine accepted such holiday visits from the townsfolk as part of 
her “domestic duties.”47 


December 1805 found Theodore Sedgwick’s 20-year-old son 
Henry in Albany, New York. He reported to his father the public 
rituals of the season there, rituals that openly embraced the kind of 
interclass begging rituals that may not have characterized Christmas 
in rural New England: 


The holydays, our great season of festivity have this day commenced.... It is 


an undoubted fact that a considerable number of pennies has been given to 


the boys & servants, and I am credibly informed that this liberality has 


sometimes amounted to the sum of sixpence. Astonishing if true!4® 


But Theodore Sedgwick responded to his son’s letter merely by 
noting that “another year has passed,” and the occasion was a fit 
one to “retrospect.”49? Only in the final year of the patriarch’s life 
does any sign of change appear. On January 1, 1812, Theodore 
Sedgwick’s married daughter Eliza S. Pomeroy wrote to her brother 
Henry D. Sedgwick that “Pappa ... gives a New Year feast” for some 
guests, and that she and her seven children would participate. And 
she added, “The little ones are as happy and playful as lambs.”5° 


By decade’s end, the tide had begun to turn. Theodore Sedgwick’s 
children were beginning to wish one another a merry Christmas and 
a happy New Year, and to report Christmas dinners and New Year’s 
parties.5! In the mid-181los two of the Sedgwick sons, Henry and 
Robert, had moved to New York City, where they set up a joint law 
practice. Their sister Catharine, now an aspiring writer, lived with 
them. But it was not on account of their departure from New 
England that things were beginning to change. Henry Dwight 
Sedgwick was married by this time, into a distinguished Boston 
family (his wife, Jane Minot Sedgwick, was the daughter of a 
prominent Boston judge). During their courtship, in 1816, he wished 
her a “merry, merry Christmas,” confident that this would cause his 
New England fiancée no_ offense. Indeed, Jane Minot’s 
Congregationalist family had been celebrating Christmas in Boston 
for years. In December 1817, the first year of her marriage, Janes 
brother wrote to her that “[o]ur Christmas was a merry one,” 
adding that he had dined “with some young people.” And three 
years later Jane Sedgwick herself wrote to her sister Louisa Minot of 
her nostalgia for the “mince pies and plum puddings” they had all 
formerly dined on “at this merry season.”52 In the same letter she 
conveyed a New Years greeting to her sister-in-law—and included 
Louisa’s children in the greeting: “A happy New Year to you dear 
Louisa, & William, & to all yr good little children.” This was the first 
time a member of the Sedgwick family had incorporated young 
people into their holiday wishes.53 


Smut, NO presents were involved in any of these interchanges. The 
first evidence that any of the Sedgwicks received (or offered) a 
holiday present was in January 1823, when Catharine M. Sedgwick 
received in the mail a gift from one of her friends (sent as a “little 
token of my affections”). The first present involving family members 
came a year later, and in the third generation of the family, when 
the two children of Theodore Sedgwick, Jr. (the eldest Sedgwick 
son, and the inheritor of the family manse in Stockbridge), wrote 
their father a charming note—entirely in French—apologizing for 
not having bought a present for him.54 


It was two holiday seasons later, in 1825, that we find the first 
direct evidence of a commercial gift exchange within the Sedgwick 
family. For that evidence we can thank Catharine M. Sedgwick, who 
was living in New York with her brothers Henry and Robert and 
their families, and who had recently achieved acclaim as an author. 
Catharine had published her novel A New England Tale in 1822, and 
she was already taking on a role that would endear her to the rest of 
the family, that of the affectionate aunt who reported in vivid detail 
all the goings-on within the clan, and especially among its children, 
all of whom loved her dearly. Catharine Sedgwick took great 
pleasure in making her nieces and nephews happy, and she was very 
good at it. And it was to her that all her siblings would invariably 
turn for advice or comfort.5° 


Unmarried herself, Catharine Sedgwick spent much of her free 
time in devoted attention to other people, and in passing along news 
to other members of the Sedgwick clan. On December 28, 1825, she 
reported to her 5-year-old niece and namesake Katherine that “Jane 
and Fanny both got dolls from their Aunt Speakman for a Christmas 
gift.” She described the scene vividly: “Jane’s was a wax doll with 
eyes that open and shut—and it looked so much as if it was alive 
that Jane thought it really was and screamed ‘It is alive! It is 
alive!’”56 


With this gift we suddenly find ourselves hurled into the orbit of a 
modern Christmas. The doll is ornate, high-tech, designed to 


impress, and was obviously purchased at a shop (and, just as 
obviously, it is expensive).°7 


In the second half of the 1820s, Christmas came on in a rush. In 
1827 little Kate Sedgwick’s parents (they lived in Lenox, a village 
several miles from Stockbridge) “kept Christmas ... in Episcopal 
style.” In Stockbridge itself, on New Year’s Day the rest of the family 
gave presents to the children, who “received with the most entire 
satisfaction the simplest offerings, finding in their own happy hearts 
the best New Year’s gifts.”58 The two teenage children of Theodore 
Sedgwick, Jr., were in New York that same day, visiting their city 
kin. Their mother reported the presents they had received, along 
with details of the prices paid (and even a suggestive hint about the 
shopping excursion during which the gifts had been purchased): 


Theodore’s present [i.e., her present to their son Theodore m1) ... consisted of 
some very ornamental things for the table, to the amount of $11. 1 got them 
[at] a great bargain, the first price asked was $16. Sister Catharine [Catharine 
Sedgwick], who was with me, thought them as beautiful & cheap as any thing 
she had ever seen. 1 wish you could have seen how much they were admired. 
Sister Catharine presented Theodore with a beautiful cameo breast pin, & 
decorated Maria [Theodores sister] with flowers, & Sister Elizabeth [Robert’s 
wife] had kindly provided a very pretty present for both Maria & Theodore, a 
little article combining a purse, card-case, & tablet—a convenient affair 
which they both wanted.°? 


Finally, that same year (1827), Robert Sedgwick and his wife, 
Elizabeth, set up an elaborate new ritual for their two young 
children (ages 2 and 3), complete with stockings—and Santa Claus. 
The year 1827 was the very year that Clement Clarke Moore’s 1822 
poem was finding its way into print in newspapers published in New 
York and other American cities. It is striking how quickly the 
Sedgwicks adopted this ritual (and we can be sure that their 
children would later assume that it went back forever!): 


Nothing could exceed the joy of the children on New Year’s morning, when 


awakening with the first dawn of light, they jumped up eagerly to examine 


their stockings, which, certain of “Santa Claas[’]” bounty, they had had 
suspended the evening before from the bed post—and which, according to 


their anticipations were full to overflowing.®° 


The next Christmas season these same children (now ages 3 and 
4) received an even more elaborate bounty, which their mother 
characteristically described in loving detail: 


They received a great many beautiful presents, among which Lizzy had a 
Mahogany bedstead and Bureau, and a wax doll, whose eyes would open and 
shut. The Bureau, which is a gift from her father, is really a curiosity. It is 
more than half a yard square, and has three drawers[,] which are sufficiently 
deep to hold all her dolls clothes now. And to be useful as she says for her 


ornaments and Curiosities hereafter[,] [“]when she is a big lady.”©! 


By the next year, 1829, Santa Claus had managed to reach the 
Massachusetts branch of the family. In the little village of 
Stockbridge, Henry and Jane Sedgwick’s children “were awake 
before day light to feel for their stockings & examine what Santa 
Clas [sic] had put into them—8c I have heard but one [ongoing] 
peal of merriment from them ever since.”62 


Santa Claus reached the Lenox Sedgwicks, too, that year, but 
there his bounty was disappointing to Catharine M. Sedgwick’s 
favorite niece Kate, now 9 years old, who conveyed to her aunt the 
hope “that Santa Claus has given you at least as many presents as he 
has me, for he only gave me four.” (Kate’s four presents included a 
pair of books, a “neat brown pocket book which mother gave, & 
sixty-eight cents from father.”)6 


In New York, that same day, Elizabeth E. Sedgwick was able to 
note casually to her father that her two children “had as usual a 
quantity of beautiful presents at New Years [emphasis added].”64 
And the next year, 1830, she used the same phrase, but went on to 
include some details: 


New Years day as usual was a most joyous day to the children. They were 
loaded with presents from all their friends—whips, tops, dolls, guns, books, 


tea cups, &c. Never was any thing like it. And never was such happiness.®> 


The implication here was that each year’s bounty had to outdo all 
preceding ones. As it happens, there exists a wonderfully charming 
account of the excesses of gift giving, in the form of a description of 
that same scene, taken literally out of the mouth of one of the very 
children who were on the receiving end of those gifts. For this 
account we are indebted to Lizzys aunt, Catharine M. Sedgwick. On 
January 2, 1831, Catharine Sedgwick penned a document that 
purported to transcribe the exact words of her little niece Lizzy 
Sedgwick (now 6 years old, and the oldest of five children). The 
transcription took the form of a letter from Lizzy herself to her 
cousin Kate—Catharine Sedgwick’s favorite niece. It is a charming 
account, worth quoting in full (and diligent readers will be 
rewarded with a passing reference to a cockroach made out of 
sugar). 


When I went to bed New Year’s eve I felt inclined to jump up & run about but 
I was afraid of waking Haddy [her infant sister, Henrietta]. I moved 
continually and wanted to jump. I didn’t have much sleep that whole night. 
When we were all dressed we prepared to go into Mama’s room to get our 
New Year’s presents & Aunt Kitty [i.e., Catharine Sedgwick] came down to 
see us. I had mine in a bag & it felt pretty heavy. First I took out something 
tied in a paper. I found it was a candlestick snuffer & extinguisher. I then took 
out a box & opened it & found some sugar-men, some candy a cockroach- 
sugar also & some cherries (sugar!). I then pulled out a case & asked Papa to 
open it for I found it difficult. There was a microscope in it—larger than yours. 
({Here Catharine Sedgwick interrupts in her own words:] I was going to add 
the italicised words when Lizzy with great delicacy said ‘No I should not like 
to say that Aunt Kitty.’) Then came the Token for 1831 [a Gift Book], from a 
gentleman I never saw nor heard of (Mr. Collins, a friend of her father) a 
large beautiful French box from Mama I forgot to mention, &c some sugar- 
plums. After wards I went upstairs & Aunt Kitty gave me a chocolate lamb, 
very pretty. As we were looking over [her 2-year-old sister] Sue Ridley’s 
basket we heard a squeaking noise[.] I was frightened for I tho’t it was one of 
the children—it was doleful & funny too! I turned round & found it was Ell 
[her brother Ellery, age 5] blowing a trumpet. He had besides a magic 


lanthorn[,] sugar men, a whip, candy, a corn-[stick?]. Then for Sue’s basket— 


tea-things & a sauce-pan, a beautiful doll stiffly & fashionably dressed (& I 


dressed her[:] CMS)[,] a cunning mouse & a French bag of sugar. 


In the course of the day George [a friend] came in & Ellery blowed his 
trumpet. George went out & came in with a gun which he pointed at us. We 
ran away trembling & George gave the gun to Ellery, then he held out the 
other hand to me & I grasped it & found a book called The Pearl—beautiful. 
Next came sister with a snake for Ellery. I forgot a superb humming-top 
which Joseph [another friend] bro’t Ellery. Then came some play-things from 
Cousin Rodericks[:] one cavalry-officer whose head took off & on & turned 
about, & the rider got off the horse.... Is not this a pretty good long 
letter[?]©° 


It is all there: the indulgent treatment of young children; the 
plethora of toys, many of them expensive and ornate (that toy 
soldier “whose head took off & on & turned about, & the rider got 
off the horse”); the eager anticipation; the hard-to-open packages; 
the showing off; even the little edge of competitiveness (the 
microscope that was “larger than yours”). After 1830, then, it is 
hardly necessary to report year by year on the Sedgwick families’ 
holiday celebrations. It is enough to say that over the next half 
decade the presents they gave and received became even more 
elaborate and numerous. And as the presents themselves became 
more extravagant, expectations rose with them, and so did problems 
and disappointments. Indeed, over the course of the ten-year period 
from 1825 to 1835, one or another of the Sedgwicks encountered 
virtually every problem that besets the Christmas shopper in our 
own day. Here, organized into some familiar modern categories, are 
a few examples (all taken from the years 1825-35): 


Forgot to buy presents. On Christmas Eve, 1832, Charles Sedgwick 
wrote in embarrassment that he had returned to his house in Lenox 
only to find, to his dismay, “the whole house quite gay with 
Christmas presents.” As for himself: “I am in consternation for I 
doubt not expectation is on tiptoe for presents from me & I have not 
as yet got one for any body.” And he concluded, “Indeed the 
presentees are so thick I am discouraged.”6” (That last line may 


suggest still another category of problems: too many people to buy 
presents for.) 


Presents that soon break. We have already encountered the doll 
that little Jane Sedgwick received from her “Aunt Speakman” in 
1824, the wax doll that looked so real that Jane “screamed ‘It is 
alive! It is alive!’” It was Catharine Sedgwick who reported this 
anecdote. But Sedgwick went on to note dolefully that Jane’s doll 
soon “got a dirty mark on her forehead—a little piece broken off her 
beautiful fat bosom—and all the color kissed off one of her cheeks.” 
Nine years later, a similar fate befell a wooden dog (a dog that 
actually barked) given to a 2-year-old toddler: 


We were so successful with Willie as to protract his pleasures for at least an 
hour during which time his little wooden dod [presumably Willie’s 
pronunciation of dog] kept up a merry barking; but alas how fleeting are all 
worldly pleasures—one untimely blow scattered his disjointed member. He 
gave a howl of despair as his limbs were torn asunder & Willie poor Willie’s 
notes chimed with those of his departed dod.©8 


Not received in time, or lost in the mail Perhaps an even more 
common problem then than now, given the logistical problems faced 
by the postal system. In 1834 the gifts sent to Lenox from the New 
York Sedgwicks failed to arrive until late on New Year’s Day, so the 
family decided to repeat the entire ritual for the children the next 
morning. Two years later the presents from New York arrived as late 
as January 6 (once again the opening ceremony was held the 
following day); but even then a number of expected gifts appeared 
to be missing, as Mrs. Elizabeth Sedgwick anxiously wrote to her 
daughter (then living in New York): 


The things have not all come, as I find ... by allusions in your letters. There is 
no present as you mentioned to Bess from her Aunt E. and no box of things 
(bonbons) I suppose to be distributed by Bessie.... I will tell you, for your 
satisfaction, what we did receive. My parcel from you. Bessie’s from you. 
Charley’s book. Ell’s book, and his present from you. Hun’s parcel. 1 large 


parcel of bonbons. 1 ditto almonds. 1 sweets ditto lozenges. Grace’s presents 


from Aunt Lizzy, from you and from Aunt C. Your Aunt Lizzy speaks of a 


guard chain for Ell which was not to be found among the parcels.©? 


Hard to find the right present. ... “Your stockings are horridly ugly 
but they are the only tolerable ones I could find.” ... At the right price: 
“T hope she will like the ring—it was very cheap. The enamel [ones] 
like it elsewhere & very little larger were $6, & your Aunt Lizzie 
preferred this size as a matter of taste—I confess I did not, but like 
your father I have always rather a hankering for the best priced 
article.”79 


The wrong gift. “The game you sent marked ups [Henry D. 
Sedgwick] is I presume a substitute for the one I asked you to 
get.”71 


The grass is always greener... “The children have had a merry 
morning, although their New Year’s wealth would seem very 
meagre, in comparison with the piles of treasure which bless the 
eyes of the little folks in New York.”72 Or again: “My dearest Aunt, I 
hope ... that Santa Claus has given you at least as many presents as 
he has me, for he only gave me four.”73 


What is it? “They [the children] are delighted [with your gifts]— 
but do explain the use of Bessy’s present from Aunt Kitty—we none 
of us know.”74 


Useless trifles. (It was Catharine Sedgwick who usually made this 
point.) “The children had their usual harvest of... dolls, tea-sets[,] 
soldiers, horses, & furniture of every description—every useless 
thing....”75 


Hint, hint. “If you are at a loss for something to bring Sara you 
may get her a copy ofDrake’s Poems.’ I see them advertised, & I 
heard her express a wish for it. But perhaps you have thought of 
something else. I only mention this lest you be at a loss.”76 


Keeping accounts straight. “Will you tell your mother I gave $2.50 
for the port-folio, & $3.25 for the ring[,] Vs for the candy so that I 
have of the $8, 2.04 subject to her order. I can’t send your acc’t for 


the knives were bo’t by my agent & he has not rendered it but the 
expenditure will not exceed the am’t you sent. Your candy is %.”77 


Guess who gets to do the shopping? Here Catharine Sedgwick is 
writing to her sister Frances Watson: “I meant to have written you a 
longer letter, but Robert has just given me some money to buy toys 
for the children & you know what an arduous affair that is.”78 And 
here is Catharine Sedgwick writing to her niece Kate: “I had enough 
to do buying my own presents & your Aunt Lizzy’s for our own bevy 
—the Sedgwicks, the Wares, Eben’s wife, &c.—but it is worth some 
trouble to light up a smile of pleasure even if it be as transient as 
the moment that gives it birth.”7?And Jane Sedgwick writing to 
Catharine Sedgwick with a request for help: “I will divide with you 
the N[ew] Years gifts to Roderick’s children to the amount of $3 if 
you will take the trouble to get things.”8° 


Finally, here in a single letter are seven different problems, some 
familiar, some new. The letter was written in 1830 by Catharine 
Sedgwick to accompany (and to explain) the gifts she was 
exchanging that year with the Lenox branch of the family (I have 
numbered and named each of the problems as they cropped up). 1. 
Not what she asked for: “Your friend Joseph got the music for me but 
he made a mistake in the Swiss Waltz & I hope will change it in 
time....” 2. Did it arrive in time? “Do let me know if you rec’d. your 
merino in time for Albany.” 3. Dont open it before you’re supposed to: 
“T hope you will not open your little N[ew] Year matters till 1831.” 
4. Already has improbably: “Nelson I know is one of Charley’s heroes, 
but I am afraid he already has the book. If so let me know it, & send 
it to the library at S[tockbrid]ge.” 5. Implicit apology for conventional 
presents: “I got the cravat for your father because I know he 
partie[ularl]y likes black cravats of no. 1 quality—& what can be 
more appropriate to your mother who is the very personification of 
modesty—the queen of all the bees—than a work-basket.” 6. Be 
careful opening it: “You must unpack the basket carefully, or you will 
break the sugar toy: there is some of Mrs. S’s candy at the bottom 
for you & Charley.” And 7. What do you do with it? “The beautiful 
toy which your Aunt E. sends to you & Charley you will have to 


study out. The figures must be placed in the little blocks Scbro’t on 
the scene according to the book....”8! 


Enoucu, then. It is time to ask what we can make of all this. Clearly, 
things had come a long way in a very short time. One change was 
economic: It is difficult to imagine any of this happening even a 
couple of decades earlier, because before the early 1800s there were 
few commercial children’s toys available for purchase in the United 
States. The other change was psychological: Surely the Sedgwick 
children had always been loved, but until 1820 they had not been 
indulged during the holidays (nor presumably at any other time). 
Indeed, Catharine Sedgwick expressed lingering ambivalence about 
the new treatment through the 1820s and even beyond; that was 
why she described most of the 1833 presents as “every useless 
thing,” with the exception of “some such solid articles as an 
umbrella to Ell’, & solid books of solid History.” That was also the 
meaning of her little homily about the decay of the wax doll. 


Taken by itself, the experience of the Sedgwick family would be 
merely provocative. This was, after all, just a single family, and a 
prosperous one at that. But the Sedgwicks’ collective experience 
mirrors exactly the pattern that we have seen in the data provided 
by urban newspaper advertisements and the history of the book 
trade. The key decade for the Sedgwicks was the 1820s, and 
especially the years from 1825 to 1829. At the beginning of the 
decade, the holiday season meant, at most, festive semi-public 
dinners in which children might participate (this feasting is 
reminiscent of what had been happening in the Ballard family of 
rural Maine only a few years earlier). At the end of the decade, the 
typical Sedgwick Christmas entailed an elaborate set of rituals, 
centered on giving lavish purchased gifts to the children of the 
family. These rituals were part of a new world of consumerism, a 
world that had hardly existed before but which had now sprung up 
with sudden urgency. To read a letter describing any one of the 


Sedgwick Christmas holidays after 1825 is to read a letter that 
might have been written in our own time. 


Santa CLaus AND THE Mystirication of ConsuMPTION 


Santa Claus as Commercial Icon 


It was the figure of Santa Claus that permitted the Sedgwicks, and 
many other Americans, to enter the world of commercial gift-giving 
so quickly and completely. As early as the mid-1820S, Santa Claus 
was beginning to be employed to sell Christmas goods. The first 
such usage I have encountered comes from the proprietor of a New 
York jewelry shop, in the form of an advertising flyer composed in 
elaborate verse form. The scene is set on Christmas Eve (shops were 
generally open then, and often on the morning of Christmas Day 
itself). The narrator is a prospective customer seeking a present for a 
lady friend: 


And as I priced a pin 
Which caught my raptured eye, 
St. Nicholas came in! .. 


He instantly commenced 
Selecting trinkets rare, 
As Christmas compliments, 


From lovers to the fair; 


He rummaged every shelf, 

The choicest gems to buy— 

I saw the Saint myself! 

What will you lay [i.e., bet] it’s a lie?82 


But it was during the early 1840s that Santa Claus became a 
common commercial icon, a figure used by merchants to attract the 
attention of children to particular shops. Santa Claus was barely 
twenty years old by then, and he had been a figure of national scope 


for fewer than fifteen years. In fact, the first popular visual image of 
Santa Claus was published in 1841, in a New York paper. But in 
1842 that very picture was appropriated by a shop in Albany, which 
used it as part of a newspaper advertisement. The picture, in double 
column, was labeled “Santa-Claus in the act of descending a 
chimney to fill the children’s stockings, after supplying himself with 
fancy articles ... at Pease’s Great Variety Store, No. 50 Broadway, 
Albany.” Three years later the same picture was being used to 
accompany the ad of a confectioner’s in Cincinnati.®3 


MANTA CLAUS OR ST. MCBOLAS IN THE ACT OF DESCENDING BROTHER JONATHAN'S CHIMNEY OV AEW-YEAS EVE 


Santa Claus, 1841. This handsome woodcut, from 1841, was the 
first visual representation of St. Nicholas to be widely distributed 
(an earlier picture had appeared in 1830 in the Troy Sentinel, the 
same newspaper in which Clement Moore’s poem first appeared). 
Brother Jonathan, into whose chimney this Santa is about to descend, 
was a weekly New York paper. According to the caption, the scene 
is set on New Year’s Eve. (Courtesy, American Antiquarian Society) 


Back in 1841, a shopkeeper in Philadelphia managed to attract 
thousands of children to his shop by adding a life-size model of 
Santa Claus that was apparently based on that same picture. One 
newspaper reported the delight this figure caused among youthful 
passersby: 


Much as our young readers have heard or imagined of this worthy character 
as the bountiful patron of good children on Christmas Eve, they probably 
never expected to behold the real personage in the very act of descending a 
chimney, as our friend Parkinson has shown him over his well thronged shop 
door in Chesnut street. He was decidedly the attraction yesterday and last 
evening, and monopolized more than his share of the attention of the young 
folks, which is usually bestowed with undivided attention on the bon bons in 


the windows.84 


Another local paper fleshed out the picture, noting that “his hand 
[was] full of toys and his face covered with a broad smile—just that 
benevolent expression that those who love children ever wear.” In 
fact, the figure was so lifelike that “no lad who sees it, will ever 
after accuse pa or ma of being the Kriss-Kringle who filled his 
stocking. That such a person exists will be most indelibly fixed upon 
their memories.”85 


SANTA-CLAUS 
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Commercial Santa. In 1842, just a year after the publication of the 
woodcut shown opposite, the picture was appropriated for 
commercial purposes by an Albany merchant named Pease, whose 


name and address have been added to the bottom of the sack of toys 
that Santa is carrying on his back (at right, above). Two years later, 
a newspaper in Cincinnati carried a redrawn version of the same 
picture (at left), which was printed sideways simply because the 
merchant in question had paid for only a single-columned 
advertisement. The text of his advertisement read, in part: “Come at 
last! Important Arrival. The little people of this big city will 
doubtless be rejoiced to learn that the sterling old Dutchman, Santa 
Claus, has just arrived from the renowned regions of the 
Manhattoes, with his usual annual budget of Nick-Nacks for the 
Christmas Times. Look upon his back and shoulders, and you will 
get some idea of the curiosities and niceties that he has brought out 
this year; and in addition to all these, he has some altogether 
superior, hidden in his wallet, not to be seen till day before 
Christmas. The old gentleman has taken up his head-quarters this 
year at Loupersecx’s, on 4th street, between Main and Sycamore...” 


(Both illustrations: courtesy, American Antiquarian Society) 


Santa Claus as Anticommercial Icon 


Accusing Pa or Ma of being Kriss Kringle! From the beginning, it 
seems, parents found it difficult to convince their children that it 
was truly Santa Claus who brought their presents. But what matters 
just as much is that (then as now) they found it necessary to work so 
hard to do just that. What was it that made the pretense so 
important? Why did parents need to pretend that Santa Claus was 
real, and to deny that the presents really came from family members 
themselves? The answer is that Santa Claus had an extraordinary 
ability (in spite of his early commercialization) to disguise the fact 
that most of the presents he brought were commodity productions. 


Like other Americans, writers, editors, and advertisers in the 
second quarter of the nineteenth century liked to pretend, or even 
believe (as most Americans nowadays continue to do), that Santa 
Claus represented an old-fashioned Christmas, a ritual so old that it 


was, in essence, beyond history, and thus outside the commercial 
marketplace. 


We now know that this was mostly a myth, and that Santa Claus 
was all but invented in the early nineteenth century (and that the 
world of seventeenth-century Holland in which he had previously 
appeared was itself prosperous and highly commercialized). But the 
very people who chose to adopt the Santa Claus ritual, from the 
1820s on, were willing to believe that he was a figure of great 
antiquity, and that in introducing him into their own households 
they were carrying on an authentic, ancient, and unchanging Dutch 
folk tradition. That was what they read, year after year, in the 
newspapers and magazines. Such people knew in one way, of 
course, that Santa Claus was not real. But in another way they did 
believe in his reality—his reality as a figure who stood above mere 
history. In that sense, it was adults who needed to believe in Santa 
Claus. 


But if Santa Claus was new in the 1820s and 30s, so too was the 
ideology of domesticity itself, by virtue of which he entered so many 
American households. Domestic ideology placed children at the very 
center of family life, and assumed that families existed more to 
provide emotional gratification than to engage in economic 
production. In one sense, of course, it is true to say that the new 
domestic Christmas was an expression of that new ideology—a 
veritable celebration of domesticity. But the obverse is true as well: 
The new domestic Christmas also helped to create that ideology. 
Even more than today, the exchange of Christmas gifts in the 1820s 
and ’30s was a ritual gesture intended to generate the sense that 
sincere expressions of domestic intimacy were more important than 
matters of money and business. 


That was a heavy burden to place on Christmas presents— 
especially since most of them were produced, advertised, and sold 
as mass-market commodities. The personal feelings that Christmas 
presents were intended to engender actually hinged on a process 
that enmeshed those presents in the same commercial nexus that the 
gift exchange promised to transcend. The result was one of the most 


basic internal contradictions of our modern world: Marketplace 
commodities were given the job of generating intense, and intensely 
private, emotions.8© 


It should not be surprising, then, that the nineteenth-century 
Americans who began to celebrate the new domestic Christmas 
needed, just as much as our own generation, to believe that the 
holiday gift exchange was rooted in something deeper and more 
“authentic” than the dynamics of the marketplace. To do their job, 
Christmas presents had to obfuscate their commercial origins. 


Some presents—Gift Books and Bibles, for instance—had their 
own ways of accomplishing that. And for other presents the practice 
of gift-wrapping could be an effective technique. One newspaper 
tried an appeal to ancient history, claiming that even “Greek and 
Roman babies” had been given “expensive toys” by their parents, so 
that it was unnecessary to think of fancy commercial presents as a 
recent invention, a raw product of the modern economy—they were 
burnished by the sands of antiquity.87 


But it was Santa Claus who was able to provide this kind of 
reassurance best of all. Santa was even more effective than ancient 
history; he stood outside history. And from a parent’s perspective, 
the mystery of St. Nicholas effectively short-circuited any childish 
queries about where all the presents came from. We might say that 
Santa became an anticommercial symbol at the very moment he was 
used for commercial purposes. Better yet, we might say that it was 
precisely because he was such an effective anticommercial icon that 
he could become such an effective commercial icon. The two roles 
were quite compatible with each other. In fact, they were different 
sides of the same coin. Both the commercial and the anticommercial 
Santa were functions of the new domestic Christmas. (Here they 
stand in glaring contrast to another Santa Claus—the carnival Santa 
explored in Chapter 3, that “whoreson” who “boused it” and flirted 
with the girls, and with whom the domestic Santa Claus was not 
comfortable at all.) 


Santa’s Workshop. This picture was one of several colored 
illustrations that Thomas Nast prepared for book-length editions of 
“A Visit from St. Nicholas.” Notice that Santa’s workshop contains 
only hand tools, and no machinery. This picture appeared in 1869. 
(Another Nast portrayal of Santa’s workshop, from the early 1870s, 
shows the old fellow using needle and thread to make a hand-sewn 
stocking—at a time when almost every middle-class household had 
a sewing machine.) (Courtesy, American Antiquarian Society) 


The domestic Santa did the job in several different ways. His old 
“Dutch” origin was one of these, of course. The very fact that the 
Santa Claus ritual could be seen as ancient and unchanging offered a 
powerful symbolic link to an_ earlier and _ seemingly 
noncommercialized folk culture. 


Just as important were the actual details of the Santa Claus ritual 
itself. To begin with, the presents came from Santa Claus, not from 
the parents—and therefore not from shops. Santa mediated 
magically between parent and child—between the buyer and the 
recipient of the gifts. His presence was what took the gift out of the 


realm of commerce—in the eyes of parents, perhaps, as well as 
children. To phrase this in a more contemporary fashion, we might 
say that Santa “mystified” consumption. 


He also mystified production and distribution. One of the great 
mysteries of Santa Claus was that he managed to provide presents 
for all children, everywhere. And he made them all himself—he was 
the producer of his own gifts. Finally, of course, he was the 
distributor, a distributor who managed to disburse his presents one 
house at a time. How Santa managed to do this was often the first 
skeptical question that children asked; but that he did so (and that 
the how of it all is a great mystery) must be a part of the parents’ 
answer. 


And Santa’s presents are as good as handmade. Clement Clarke 
Moore’s poem “A Visit from St. Nicholas” never described the actual 
manufacture of Santa’s presents—nor did the structure of the poem 
leave any space in the text that would invite professional illustrators 
to do so. But illustrators found the room anyway. Beginning in the 
late 1860s, the most popular illustrated editions of “A Visit from St. 
Nicholas” began to provide pictures of “Santa’s workshop,” pictures 
that always presented it as a place of household production, where 
only old-fashioned hand tools were in evidence. Even though this 
was the very apogee of the Industrial Revolution, Santa’s workshop 
was never violated by the presence of machinery. 


In short, Santa Claus managed to reconcile opposites. He 
customized mass production. He maintained a_ personalized 
relationship with his enormous mass market—after all, his clientele 
was all but universal. And he did it all from motives that were in no 
way entrepreneurial. Santa Claus magically combined what in 
reality had now become a series of separate roles: He was 
simultaneously the gifts’ producer, distributor, seller, purchaser, and 
giver. In a new age of commodity production, what Santa Claus was 
able to offer—what he offered to grown-ups—was the moral 
equivalent of a world that had never wholly existed in the first 
place. It was the fading world of the household economy. 


* In a sense, Gift Books picked up where almanacs left off, as popular reading for 
Americans. There are some striking parallels. Both genres were annuals: They appeared 
each year as part of a series, with the same title, format, and organization; in both cases 
the only thing on the title page that changed from one year to the next was the year itself. 
Almanacs themselves were often filled with “literary” material (though this was usually 
more “oral” and “folk” in nature than the literary material found in Gift Books), and they 
even contained illustrations. Finally, both genres were sold during the Christmas season. 
(Indeed, the first commercial Christmas present I have encountered was an almanac.) But 
for all that, the differences between the two genres were even more striking (which is why 
Gift Books are not ordinarily linked with almanacs). First, almanacs were produced 
primarily for adult male readers, while Gift Books were more often produced for female or 
youthful readers. And second, almanacs were intended to provide not just entertainment 
but also information that was of “public” use (e.g., dates of court sittings, a calendar, even 
weather predictions), while Gift Books were intended to provide “culture”: literature, art, 
moral values—bourgeois values. Those differences suggest transformations far more 


significant than the term genre might suggest. 


CuHapter 5 


Under the Christmas Tree: A Battle of Generations 


Intropuction: From Disorper to SELFISHNESS 


VERY SOLUTION generates its own problems, and the child-centered 

consumer Christmas was no exception—particularly for people 

who found such a celebration most appealing. The concern 
those people came to feel was actually rooted in broad issues of 
child-rearing within the new middle-class family, but it came to a 
head in their fears about what a child-centered consumer Christmas 
might do to their children’s character. This chapter will examine the 
intersection of a new way of celebrating the holiday with just those 
broader cultural issues. It will suggest that the introduction of 
Christmas trees represented an effort to cope with the problems 
posed by the child-centered Christmas. 


In about 1830 the literature of Christmas in America began to 
change. Before that date it dealt chiefly with questions of social 
disorder. Afterward a new concern emerged, an anxiety about 
private selfishness and greedy consumerism, especially as those 
issues affected children. Young people themselves had previously 
been seen as a source of disorder at Christmas, along with the poor 
(“Do not let your Children and Servants run too much abroad at 
Nights,” as that 1719 Boston almanac had warned). As part of the 
process by which middle-class young people were separated from 
the “lower orders” of society, they were created as “children” (a 
process explored in Chapters 3 and 4). But consequently they now 
began to be seen as easy prey to materialism, superficiality, and 
selfishness. Middle-class Americans were becoming concerned that 


the holiday season was an infectious breeding ground for juvenile 
materialism and greed. Consumerism was coming to supplant chaos 
as the new problem of the holiday season. The battle for Christmas 
was beginning to change from a physical struggle that pitted the 
classes against one another into a moral one that divided the 
generations.! 


That is the context in which the Christmas tree became an 
American holiday tradition. In fact, it was what lay at the heart of 
the emerging middle-class interest in the rituals of Christmas in 
Germany, of which the Christmas tree was the preeminent example. 
As we shall see, these rituals were associated with children who 
were not selfish, and for whom Christmas was an opportunity to 
give as well as to receive. 


There is a belief among those who care about such things that the 
Christmas tree was spread throughout American culture by German 
immigrants. There is some truth to this. But, much like the notion 
that Santa Claus was brought to these shores by the Dutch settlers of 
New Amsterdam, such a belief also conforms to our desire to see our 
Christmas customs as rooted in something old-fashioned and 
authentic, in ancient folkways untainted by the marketplace. But 
Christmas trees became widely known in the United States during 
the mid-1830s, almost a decade earlier than any broad-based 
immigration from Germany can be said to have occurred. 


As it turns out, the most important channels through which the 
ritual was spread were literary ones. Information about the 
Christmas tree was diffused by means of commercial literature, not 
via immigrant folk culture—from the top down, not from the 
bottom up. It was by reading about Christmas trees, not by 
witnessing them, that many thousands of Americans learned about 
the custom. Before they ever saw such a thing, they already knew 
what Christmas trees were all about—not only what they looked 
like, but also how and why they were to be used. 


I shall deal, one by one, with each of the sources through which 
Christmas trees were introduced into middle-class American culture 
during the 1830s. Each source, as we shall see, reveals in turn a 


different element with which this ritual was associated: first, the 
element of surprise; second, that of folk authenticity; third, unselfish 
children; and finally, parental control 


Who were the writers who introduced the Christmas tree into 
American culture? The evidence suggests that, much like the 
Knickerbockers who devised Santa Claus, these writers constituted 
something of a distinct set. Like the Knickerbockers, the members of 
this set were genteel and cultured. But they were part of an 
emerging upper middle class that laid no claim to preserving an 
aristocratic social order. In contrast to the Knickerbockers, too, they 
lived mostly in New England and Philadelphia, not New York, and 
the church of their choice was Unitarian rather than Episcopal. And 
instead of being politically reactionary, they tended to stand 
somewhere on the progressive, reformist side of the issues that were 
coming to divide Americans in the 1830s. This is not to say that the 
members of this set were of a single mind on every matter. After 
1830, as we shall see, they were divided over the emerging 
antislavery movement, and also over issues of child-rearing. But in 
any event they used culture rather than politics as an instrument to 
influence the social order. They employed their cultural authority— 
a combination of literary skill and access to the most popular 
channels of print—in a strenuous effort to deal with what they 
feared were the corruptive cultural effects of consumer capitalism, 
especially on the young. The Christmas tree played a serious if 
relatively minor role in that larger project. 


Some Curistmas TREES 


Little Charleys Christmas Tree 


There is no document about the Christmas tree that corresponds to 
Clement Clarke Moore’s verses about Santa Claus. Instead, there are 
only various legends that describe how the Christmas tree came to 
America. One of these legends is about Hessian soldiers during the 


American Revolution (it dates the real event too early); another is 
about Queen Victoria and her German-born husband, Prince Albert 
(it dates the event too late). 


What is probably the most famous of the legends, and the one 
with which we shall begin, has it that the first American Christmas 
tree was set up in Massachusetts, in 1835, by Charles Folien, a 
German immigrant who had become an American citizen and a 
Harvard professor. The source of that legend is a popular book 
written by a very famous British visitor to the United States, a 
woman named Harriet Martineau, who happened to witness the 
Follens’ tree while she was touring New England. As Martineau 
wrote, “I was present at the introduction into the new country of the 
German Christmas-tree.” Though this was not the first American 
Christmas tree, it is certainly true that Charles Folien set up a 
Christmas tree in Martineau’s presence for his son and namesake, an 
endearing 5-year-old whom everybody called “little Charley.” It is 
time to visit the scene. 


The tree (actually the top portion of a fir or spruce) had been 
placed in the front drawing room of the house. A toy hung from 
every branch, and when Martineau arrived Charles Folien and his 
wife were just adding the seven dozen little wax candles. As little 
Charley and two older companions approached the house, the adults 
quickly closed the door to the front drawing room and moved into 
an adjacent room, where (as Martineau put it) they sat around 
“trying to look as if nothing was going to happen.” After the visitors 
were served tea and coffee, a round of parlor games was played in 
an effort to distract the children’s attention from the front drawing 
room, where Charley’s parents were now busy lighting the candles. 
(The element of surprise was crucial here, and as we shall see it was 
something that distinguished the Christmas tree ritual from other 
modes of presenting children with their gifts.) 


Finally, the double doors were thrown open and the children 
poured in, their voices instantaneously hushed. “Their faces were 
upturned to the blaze, all eyes wide open, all lips parted, all steps 
arrested. Nobody spoke, only Charley leaped for joy.” After a few 


moments the children discovered that the tree “bore something 
eatable,” and “the babble began again.” The children were told to 
take what they could from the tree without burning themselves on 
the candles. (Martineau reported that “we tall people kept watch, 
and helped them with good things from the higher branches.”) 


After the children had eaten their fill of the edibles, the evening 
continued with dancing and mugs of “steaming mulled wine.” By 
eleven, all the other guests had gone home; little Charley was in 
bed; and Harriet Martineau herself was left alone with the boy’s 
parents, Charles and Eliza Folien. It had been a delightful evening, 
and Martineau concluded her account by predicting that the 
Christmas tree ritual would surely become an established American 
tradition.2 


KARL FOLLEN’S STORY 


Harriet Martineau’s story of little Charley Follen’s Christmas tree 
was accurate enough, even if this was not the first American 
Christmas tree. But in an important way the story was misleading. 
For when Martineau reported the episode, she placed it in a context 
that implied that she had simply stumbled upon it during the course 
of her travels. The episode appeared as part of a catchall chapter in 
Martineau’s book, a chapter she called “Hot and Cold Weather,” 
about seasonal phenomena in New England. 


Martineau’s evening with the Follens was anything but an 
accident of travel, and it hardly took place as part of the ordinary 
New England seasonal cycle. Martineau and the Follens had met 
only a few months earlier, but in the course of those few months 
they had become fast personal friends and political allies in a cause 
that was changing the course of their lives. Harriet Martineau had 
gone to visit the Follens that evening to chart their mutual plans at 
a moment of crisis, a crisis that was forcing them to make a difficult 
choice between their personal principles and their professional 
careers. The issue that precipitated the crisis was nothing less than 


the movement to abolish slavery in America. It is a story that bears 
telling in some detail. 


Ir Cuartes Foren nap not died in 1840 at the age of 43 (in the explosion 
of a steamship), he would in all probability be remembered today in 
connection with something more important than the American 
Christmas tree. Even as it stands, however, Follen’s career is 
fascinating. Somewhat like Thomas Paine before him, he was a 
radical on two continents. Even before coming to America in 1825 
in his late twenties, Follen had been exiled from Germany, and then 
from Switzerland, for his revolutionary activities. 


Karl Follen, as he was named at birth, was no simple product of 
German folk culture. He was a scion of the German elite, the son of 
a respected judge—almost the German equivalent of Clement Clarke 
Moore. But early in his life Follen moved in a very different 
direction than Moore. He became a youthful revolutionary, a 
representative of the emerging liberal nationalist movement in 
Germany. As a university student, Follen authored an incendiary 
political song and was actually arrested for complicity in a political 
murder (he was acquitted). Appointed a member of the faculty at 
the University of Jena in 1820 (at the age of 24), Follen continued 
his political activities and was forced into exile in Switzerland, 
where he received another professional position; but four years later 
he was compelled to flee once again (in the face of new charges that 
he had organized a revolutionary cell). This time Follen found 
refuge in America. He arrived in New York, having learned English 
during the voyage and bearing letters of introduction from another 
European revolutionary, the aged Marquis de Lafayette, who 
suggested that he try to find employment in the Boston area. Follen 
followed that advice, and headed for Cambridge.? 


Even before he arrived on New England soil, Folien stopped off in 
New York to meet a woman we have already met, the writer 
Catharine Maria Sedgwick, whose novel Redwood was the first book 
he had read in the English language. Catharine Sedgwick obviously 


admired Follen’s intelligence and culture, his gentility, and his 
republican principles. The following summer she invited him to 
Stockbridge, Massachusetts, to meet the rest of the Sedgwick clan. 
Then, that fall, Sedgwick introduced Folien to one of her oldest and 
most intimate friends, Eliza Cabot of Boston. Two years later Folien 
and Cabot married, and in 1830 they had a child, who was 
christened Charles after the English version of his father’s name.‘ 


Charles Folien (as he was now being called) had fallen in love 
with the United States, a nation that promised to fulfill the 
republican values for which he had been striving vainly in Europe. 
He worked hard to make a new career in his new home, and in this 
he was eminently successful. Living in Cambridge, Folien authored 
books on the German language (as yet little studied in the United 
States) and taught German part-time at Harvard. He even 
established and ran a gymnasium in the Harvard area. Above all, he 
formed close ties with the liberal Unitarian establishment that 
dominated Harvard and Boston. Folien was a deeply religious man 
as well as an enlightened republican, and he found Unitarianism 
wholly compatible with his own progressive Christian beliefs. 


In 1830, five years after his arrival in America, Folien reached 
what would prove to be the pinnacle of his new life. That year he 
was made a minister in the Unitarian Church, and he became a U.S. 
citizen. Most important of all, he was appointed to a full-time 
faculty position at Harvard, a new professorship of German 
literature that had been given five years’ funding by a group of his 
admirers, with the expectation that Harvard would pick up the tab 
thereafter. Little Charley was born in 1830, too, and the next year 
the family moved into a new house. Folien was flying high. 


But within less than five years, the radical commitments that had 
brought him to America in the first place brought him down once 
again. This time the issue was slavery, a subject that was just 
beginning to arouse feelings of urgent intensity in a handful of 
Americans. In 1831 William Lloyd Garrison began publishing his 
abolitionist journal, The Liberator, in Boston, where, that same year, 
he organized the American Anti-Slavery Society. Folien quickly 


sensed the parallels between the antislavery movement and the 
principles he had stood for in Germany; by 1834 he had become one 
of the most dedicated of Garrison’s followers. He even helped 
organize a Cambridge Anti-Slavery Society, based at Harvard. But 
radical abolitionism did not sit well with most Northerners, even 
with the Boston Unitarian establishment, whose members were 
offended by what they regarded as its vulgar style as well as its 
constant insistence that abolition be total and immediate. William 
Lloyd Garrison was regarded by most of Follen’s acquaintances as a 
crazy man, and a rather uncouth one at that. (Even Follen himself 
was occasionally critical of Garrison’s style, though never of his 
principles.) Charles Follen was warned that becoming an active 
abolitionist would surely jeopardize his professional prospects, but 
he was too much a man of principle to let that get in the way. 
Anyway, he had been through it all before, back in Europe. 


Charles Follen. This engraving, the only known likeness of Follen, 
appeared as the frontispiece to the biography that Eliza Follen 
published in 1841, just a year after her husband’s tragic death in the 
explosion of the steamship Lexington. (Courtesy, Harvard College 
Library) 


His fall was heroic. In early 1834 Follen became an active 
member and officer of the New England Anti-Slavery Society. He did 
so against the urgings of his Harvard colleagues, who warned him 
that it would cost him his position. (The professorship would expire 
in 1835, and only at that point would it be made permanent—or 
else terminated. In effect, Follen would be coming up for tenure.) 
Follen’s friends were of course correct. Early in 1835 he learned that 
his appointment would terminate at the end of the spring semester.” 
He and his family (little Charley turned 5 that year) would be left 
high and dry, with no source of income. (Eliza Follen may have 
been born into the prominent Cabot family, but she had few 
resources of her own, and the family did not come to her assistance 
on this occasion.) 


For the moment, though, Follen was rescued by his remaining 
admirers, who arranged for him to have what appeared to be an 
ideal position. He would oversee the education of the two children 
of a wealthy Boston merchant, James Perkins, who had recently 
died (and whose widow was emotionally incapacitated). In return 
for this part-time work, Follen was to have the use of the Perkinses’ 
house, and he would be paid the comfortable annual salary of 
$2,000. “The fortune of the Follens seems like a Fairy-tale,” 
Catharine Sedgwick wrote when she learned the good news.8 


This time it was Follen’s educational principles that got him into 
trouble. Follen took the teaching of children seriously indeed. He 
was committed to a progressive pedagogical strategy, derived 
largely from the work of the Swiss reformer Johann Pestalozzi. 
Pestalozzi assumed that children were intrinsically perfect creatures 
to begin with, and that education should therefore consist in the 
cultivation of those attributes that were already present in their 
young souls. Follen wrote (in what amounted to his job proposal) 
that he intended to “study their natures,” so as to “awake every 
dormant energy” the two boys already possessed.? This was the kind 
of approach that struck many people (including many Unitarians) as 
leading inevitably to an indiscriminate parental indulgence of 
children in their immature desires and whims. 


What happened next is not wholly clear. But it appears that 
Follen’s political enemies used his progressive educational ideas 
against him, and when Follen, predictably enough, refused once 
again to retreat from his principles, he learned that he was once 
again out of a job. The bad news arrived in mid-December 1835, 
just a couple of weeks before Christmas.1!° 


As if that were not enough, Follen’s personal crisis was part of a 
larger crisis in the abolitionist movement. The last months of the 
year 1835 witnessed a series of verbal and physical attacks on the 
abolitionist movement (abolitionists later referred to this period as a 
“reign of terror”). In October, William Lloyd Garrison was physically 
assaulted by a mob which dragged him through the streets of Boston 
with a halter around his waist. Most Bostonians were convinced that 
Garrison’s own behavior had brought on such treatment, and indeed 
that additional steps had to be taken to prevent the abolitionists 
from provoking further public disorder. With additional pressure 
coming from Southern quarters, the Massachusetts legislature was 
soon considering a law that would effectively ban most abolitionist 
activities. 


Charles Folien played a role in that episode, too. Early in 1836 he 
testified against the proposed antiabolitionist bill at a public 
legislative hearing. On that occasion he was silenced by the 
committee chairman and threatened with charges of contempt. 
Through these trying hours, as always, Folien maintained his 
characteristically calm, patient demeanor, but he did not retreat a 
single inch.11 He was a man of extraordinary principle and tenacity, 
an intellectual who was above all an effective moral leader—a 
genteel counterweight to William Lloyd Garrison. But he was also a 
man without a job. And it was in connection with all these troubles, 
just in time for the end of the Christmas season, that Harriet 
Martineau came to visit. 


HARRIET MARTINEAU’S STORY 
Her visit was no coincidence. Martineau herself had been born (in 
1802) into an English Unitarian family, though one less 


distinguished socially than the Sedgwicks or the Boston Unitarian 
establishment. By the time of her American tour Martineau had 
become a famous writer. She had arrived in the United States in 
mid-1834, coming (with a publisher’s travel advance) with the 
express intention of writing a book about life in the new nation. 12 


At first, as she traveled around the country, Martineau was 
welcomed and feted everywhere. Because of her connection with the 
Unitarian community, one of the Americans to whom Martineau 
received an introduction was Catharine Sedgwick (whose literary 
renown made her one of the best-known American Unitarians), and 
Stockbridge was the first place Martineau visited outside the New 
York City area. The two women quickly became friends. Martineau 
was offering her “love” to Sedgwick as early as December 1834, and 
urging the American writer to join her the following summer on a 
trip to the western states. (Sedgwick initially agreed, but had second 
thoughts and backed out because she was seeing a new book 
through the press.!3) 


Harriet Martineau spent part of the summer of 1835 in 
Stockbridge, where the Sedgwicks once again were her hosts.14 
Returning to Boston during the autumn, she met and quickly 
befriended Charles Folien. It was in some measure in response to 
Follens urging that Martineau attended an abolitionist women’s 
meeting, held in Boston on November 19, in the midst of the “reign 
of terror.” She came to this meeting in the role of a reporter, but by 
the time she left she had become an avowed abolitionist. In the 
course of the meeting a note was passed to Martineau, asking her to 
express her opinion of what she had heard. Martineau did so, but 
only with great reluctance, because she found that she was in 
agreement with the abolitionists, principles and knew that making a 
public gesture of solidarity with them would have the effect of 
alienating her from most of her American acquaintances—and 
thereby cutting off her access to most of the contacts on which she 
depended for the book she was writing. As Martineau later put it: “I 
foresaw that almost every house in Boston, except those of the 
abolitionists, would be shut against me; that my relation to the 


country would be completely changed, as I should suddenly be 
transformed from being a guest and an observer to being considered 
a missionary or a spy....” As she would acknowledge twenty years 
later, “[t]he moment of reading this note was one of the most 
painful of my life.”1!5 


Martineaus foreboding was correct. The Boston papers reported 
(and ridiculed) her avowal of abolitionist sympathies, and those 
reports were quickly reprinted throughout the United States. By the 
following spring she was forced to change the itinerary of her 
postponed western trip in order to avoid the prospect of 
encountering personal danger. (As it turned out, she ended up 
taking this trip in the company of the Follens themselves—and using 
it not simply as a professional tour but also as an opportunity to 
engage in abolitionist activities.) Martineau had transformed herself 
from a journalist into an activist. She would always recall her 
American sojourn as a profoundly transforming episode in her life. 
For a time, she seriously considered returning permanently to 
America to engage in abolitionist work. She regarded Charles Follen 
as her “very nearest friend, guide, and guardian,” and to the end of 
her life she kept his portrait (next to one of William Lloyd Garrison) 
in her parlor.16 


In the meantime, soon after her political coming-out in November 
1835, Martineau returned to Boston (she had meanwhile taken a 
brief tour of some nearby communities) in order to spend New 
Year’s with the Follens.17 Both of them were under heavy pressure 
just then; Martineau had just lost her social credibility, and Charles 
Follen had just lost his post as tutor to the Perkins children. The 
visit would be a time for mutual commiseration, and also a chance 
to plan a strategy for what would be (it was now clear) the 
abolitionist focus of the rest of Martineau’s American visit, including 
the western trip that she would take several months later in the 
Follens’ company. 


A few days before their holiday reunion (it actually took place on 
New Year’s Eve), Follen wrote to Martineau in mock-conspiratorial 
language: “I rejoice in the prospect of having you with us next 


Friday, to settle the affairs of this nether world at least, at this 
Congress of our Holy Triple Alliance [i.e., Charles and Eliza Folien 
and Martineau herself].” A week or so earlier, Folien sent her a 
more serious letter, deeply personal in tone. In that letter Folien 
articulated to Martineau what the two of them had recently done. 
They had each “stepped out of the safe vessel of selfish indifference, 
and ventured to walk on troubled waters of philanthropic 
enterprise.” As a result, both of them were suffering the fate of 
principled radicals of all ages and cultures, being either “shunned 
with silent condemnation as abolitionists, democrats, agrarians, or 
hailed with the cries ofCrucify! crucify!’ as fanatics and 
incendiaries.” Folien went on, however, to assure Martineau that in 
their own deepening friendship they could both find an oasis of 
intimate serenity: “But if the world separate itself from us, it leads 
us to find a world in ourselves and each other....”18 


At their reunion, Charles Folien went out of his way to seal his 
intimacy with Martineau, and also to offer the promised oasis of 
serenity, by setting up little Charley’s Christmas tree in her 
presence. (The Follens had postponed the ritual until New Year’s 
Eve in order to accommodate Martineau’s schedule.) The tree was a 
success, a time of joy for the grownups as well as for little Charley 
and his friends (these friends were in fact none other than the 
Perkins children; indeed, the whole event took place in the 
Perkinses’ house, where the Follens were still living). The rest of the 
agenda—the commiseration and the political planning—could 
presumably wait until the next morning. 


In HER PUBLISHED Account, Harriet Martineau took pains to conceal all this, 
or at least to dissociate it from the story of little Charley’s Christmas 
tree. She did not even identify the Follens by name in her account, 
referring to them only as “Charley’s father and mother.”!9 But it 
should be clear to us that Martineau’s experience of what she 
believed to be the introduction of the Christmas tree into America 
was actually embedded in a thick matrix of political controversy. 


Little Charley’s Christmas tree was a carefully planned moment of 
domestic peace in the midst of crisis and scandal. 


Those connections make for an interesting story, and one that has 
not been told. But from another angle they point to broader 
developments. First, they confirm something that historians have 
recently come to notice: There were important similarities between 
the antislavery sensibility and the new attitude toward children. 
Abolitionists and educational reformers shared a joint empathy for 
people who were powerless to resist the wrath of those who wielded 
authority over them—slaves and children, respectively. (Both types 
of reformers had a particular abhorrence of the use of the lash as a 
form of punishment. )2° 


Second, we can view the juxtaposition of the two stories (the 
Christmas tree and the political crisis) as a telling instance of 
another phenomenon that historians have been pointing to: the way 
that middle-class people in the early nineteenth century went about 
creating for themselves a private space, radically cut off from the 
pressures of the world outside and centered around the happiness of 
children.2! In fact, what Charles Follen did in 1835 is similar in that 
sense to what Clement Clarke Moore had done more than a decade 
earlier, although his reasons—Moore was a reactionary, Follen a 
radical—were profoundly different. But both men had reason to feel 
alienated from their respective communities, and both responded by 
turning inward, to their own children, and using Christmas as the 
occasion for doing so. 


It is no coincidence that radical abolitionists were in the vanguard 
of the new child-centered Christmas. Two years earlier, in 1833, the 
Anti-slavery Society had formed a children’s chorus, the Boston 
Garrison Juvenile Choir (its members may have been African- 
Americans), which gave a public concert on Christmas Day. One of 
the numbers it performed was “The Cradle Song;” another was titled 
“The Sugar Plums.” And beginning in 1834 (and continuing each 
year for more than two decades) the Garrisonians held an annual 
Antislavery Fair to raise money for the cause—invariably, on the 
days just before Christmas. In 1836 several abolitionists presented 


Garrisons own 10-month-old son George with shoes, stockings, 
mittens, and “a very beautiful gown” that had been offered at that 
year’s fair. “Pretty well for the young fanatic!” the proud father 
noted privately—and with uncharacteristically self-deprecating 
wit.22 


In fact, according to a report published in Garrison’s magazine 
The Liberator, the very first of these Antislavery Fairs (the one in 
1834) displayed an “evergreen shrub” that bore another witty 
message: “Persons are requested not to handle the articles, which, 
like slavery, are too ‘delicate’ to be touched.”23 (This was a sarcastic 
reference to the reluctance of most respectable Americans to discuss 
the slavery issue.) Humor aside, if any of the articles for sale at the 
1834 fair were actually attached to this evergreen shrub (or placed 
around it), then //would have the honor of being the first public 
Christmas tree displayed in the United States. 


“Christmas Eve” (1836). This is the first image of a Christmas tree 
to be printed in the United States. It appeared in Boston in 1836, as 
the frontispiece to The Strangers Gift, a Gift Book written by a 
German immigrant named Herman Bokum, a man who had taken 
over Charles Follens old job of teaching the German language on a 
part-time basis at Harvard. The tree is illuminated by open candles. 
The door at the right suggests that the children have only moments 
earlier been allowed to enter the room. (Courtesy, American 
Antiquarian Society) 


Catharine Sedgwick’s Christmas Tree 


Catharine Sedgwick declined to support the abolitionist ideology 
endorsed by Martineau and the Follens, but she continued to count 
them among her closest friends. And during the same Christmas 
season in which Martineau witnessed the Follens’ Christmas tree, 
Sedgwick published a story of her own, written earlier that year, in 
which a Christmas tree played a small but distinct part. The story 
was titled “New Year’s Day.” (Like the Follens’ Christmas tree, 
Catharine Sedgwick’s fictional tree was set up for New Year’s Day 
rather than Christmas itself.) Inasmuch as Martineau’s account of 
the Follens was not published for another two years, it was actually 
Sedgwick’s story that has the honor of introducing this ritual into 
American literature. 


Sedgwick’s fictional account resembled Martineau’s report except 
that here the family that performs the ritual was not German but of 
old Yankee stock—Yankees living in New York City, as Catharine 
Sedgwick herself was doing. But this fictional tree was set up at the 
behest of a German immigrant, the young heroine’s maidservant, 
Madeleine. The heroine herself has been planning to give Christmas 
presents to each of her younger siblings (as well as to her father), 
and the maidservant has “persuaded her young mistress to arrange 
the gifts after the fashion of her father-land”—that is, by hanging 
them on a tree secretly set up in the rear parlor, a room the children 
rarely enter. Together Lizzy and Madeleine hang up Lizzy’s gifts: 


Never did Christmas tree bear more multifarious fruit,—for St. Nicholas, that 
most benign of all the saints of the Calendar, had through the hands of many 
a ministering priest and priestess, showered his gifts. The sturdiest branch 
drooped with its burden of books, chess-men, puzzles, &c., for Julius, a 
stripling of thirteen. Dolls, birds, beasts, and boxes were hung on the lesser 
limbs. A regiment of soldiers had alighted on one bough, and Noah’s ark was 
anchored to another, and to all the slender branches were attached cherries, 
plumbs [sic], strawberries and peaches as tempting, and at least as sweet, as 


the fruits of paradise.2+4 


As it turns out, the Christmas tree plays only a small role in this 
story, and the maidservant Madeleine does not make any further 
appearances. As far as I can tell (and I have carefully read the 
family’s correspondence during these years), there was no German 
maidservant in Catharine Sedgwick’s house, and no Christmas tree. 
It is possible, of course, that Sedgwick learned of the tree through a 
neighbor’s maidservant. What is far more likely is that she learned 
about it from the Follens themselves. 


But there was much else in Sedgwick’s short story that clearly was 
based on her immediate experience. And in order to understand the 
story (and so to understand the meaning that Christmas trees bore at 
the moment of their introduction into American literature), it is 
necessary to make still another visit to the Sedgwicks’ New York 
household during the Christmas season. 


Catharine Sedgwick was in the habit of spending her winters in 
the New York home of her brother Robert Sedgwick and his wife, 
Elizabeth Ellery Sedgwick (see Chapter 4). This house was a 
fashionable place, perhaps too much so for Catharine’s more 
understated tastes. Elizabeth Ellery Sedgwick cared intensely about 
accumulating both material goods and success in New York’s 
fashionable social circuits, and she had a sense that by lavishing 
herself with the one she would help ensure herself the other. Each 
year Mrs. Sedgwick proudly reported to her father what she had 
been given that holiday season and also the number of visitors who 
had called upon her household on New Year’s Day (one year she 


boasted that the total was “about 70 gentlemen”). In turn, she noted 
that her husband, Robert, “made 63 calls in five hours, so you may 
judge how he walked.” (Such a schedule meant that each visit took 
less than five minutes, including traveling time.) Elizabeth Sedgwick 
even thought about her children’s holiday gifts in the context of the 
fashionable world. Recalling how she had just greeted her seventy 
callers in the front room of her house, Mrs. Sedgwick proudly noted 
that the children “occupied the back parlor, and made a pretty 
perspective for us as we received our visitors.” Nor did she fail to 
note that several of the children’s gifts were “very valuable.”25 


Out of the sense of noblesse that governed so much of her life, 
Catharine Sedgwick participated fully in the fashionable ritual of 
receiving the gentlemen callers. But the visitations wore on her 
patience. In a private letter (written to a favorite young niece) 
Sedgwick noted that on New Year’s Day, 1835, she had greeted 
“between 70 & 80” gentlemen, but she added that neither their 
names nor their fashionable witticisms (the latter presumably 
repeated at every stop) were worth passing along. A single example 
would have to do, Sedgwick confided to her niece. One of the callers 
had chosen to comment cleverly on the beautiful winter weather 
(the sun had come out on that very day) by comparing it to the 
seasonal appearance of Gift Books (or literary “annuals,” as they 
were also known): “He said ‘Nature has come out with her annual at 
last, & as bright as the best of them—the gentlemen find it a book of 
beauty.’”26 


The following year Catharine Sedgwick took an authors revenge, 
in the form of a mocking fictionalized account of that same 
experience. Her account made up the central section of the short 
story in which the Christmas tree also figured. In Sedgwick’s 
fictional rendering the woman who receives the visitors is the tale’s 
teenage heroine, a charming and attractive girl named Lizzy 
Percival, the oldest child in a New York family of great wealth and 
prominence, and the character who obviously represents Catharine 
Sedgwick herself. (Lizzy Percival is sweet, caring, and sincere—a 
young woman who shares Catharine Sedgwick’s disdain for artifice.) 


Like the Sedgwicks, the fictional Percival family experienced a 
busy New Year’s Day: “their visitors were innumerable, and a 
continual stream poured in and poured out,” uttering in the process 
“the stereotyped sayings of the season.” When one of their visitors 
referred to the New Year’s ritual as a “fine old custom” created by 
“our Dutch ancestors,” Lizzy secretly thought of him as an 
“interloper who had not a drop of... Dutch blood.” (And when 
another asked for “whiskey-punch,” Lizzy modestly reminded him 
that alcohol had been “‘banished from all refined society.’” 
Catharine Sedgwick evidently supported the detoxification of New 
Year’s visitations. ) 


Every one of Lizzy’s fictional visitors spoke in stock phrases, and 
most of them were coarse, materialistic, and competitive. One man 
boasted that his wife had received fully 200 visitors the previous 
year. Another openly compared the hospitality he had received at 
various houses. A third betrayed the confidence of a woman he 
knew—a relative of Lizzy’s who had declined to receive visitors that 
day on grounds of ill health—by revealing that the woman was not 
sick at all: ““” Say to my friends, “I’m sick, ’m dead [she had 
confided].” But, between ourselves, my dear Lizzy, the draperies to 
the drawing-room curtains are not completed—that’s all.’”27 


The least offensive of the fictional visitors were the ones who 
merely attempted to be clever. Among these was a young man 
whose witticism will already be familiar to us. Echoing almost 
verbatim Sedgwick’s earlier, real-life report, this young man extolled 
the weather “and said that nature had, last of all the publishers, 
come out with her annual, and the gentlemen had found it ‘a book 
of beauty.’”28 


This kind of extended (and autobiographical) satire provides a 
literary contrast that sets off the brief but important appearance of 
the Christmas tree in this story. Set in this new context, its meaning 
is simple: Catharine Sedgwicks Christmas tree is associated with 
everything that is absent in the fashionable visitation ritual. It is 
associated with children—innocent, good-hearted children—and the 
private space of a purely domestic ritual. In effect, Catharine 


Sedgwick had turned the tables on the sheriff (discussed in Chapter 
3) who had identified with the world of alcohol and male culture 
and dismissed the world of women (and temperance) as cold 
comfort. 


Here again, Catharine Sedgwicks fictional presentation stands in 
contrast to the Sedgwicks’ actual experience. In real life, as we have 
seen, the children of Robert and Elizabeth Sedgwick were playing 
with their presents in the back parlor at the same time that 
Catharine and Elizabeth Sedgwick were receiving their fashionable 
visitors in the front one. In fact, the door between the two rooms 
remained open the entire time. Elizabeth Sedgwick chose to 
comment on the children’s activities only by noting how they 
enhanced the charm of the adult ritual: “the children occupied the 
back parlor, and made a pretty perspective for us as we received our 
visitors.” But in Catharine Sedgwick’s fictionalized account of the 
same event, the two rituals appeared to be taking place in a separate 
time and space—and it was crucial that they did. 


The central theme of Sedgwick’s story is the contrast between 
artifice and authenticity. The holiday season functioned as a literary 
occasion on which it was easy to carve out a divide between the 
private and the public worlds, and to take the pleasures of the 
former more seriously than the demands of the latter. That is the 
point of the love story in which Sedgwick’s plot is superficially 
framed (and which is not worth retelling here). And it is the reason 
Sedgwick chose to set the story at Christmas, a time when, as she 
saw it, the most artificial rituals were juxtaposed with the most 
authentic ones. Sedgwick’s young heroine, Lizzy Percival, may be 
able to hold her own in repartee with the gentlemen visitors, but it 
is to the private domestic ritual that her heart belongs. Through the 
character of Lizzy, Sedgwick manages to establish a core of 
authenticity in a household that is besieged from without and 
within by the forces of social convention, whether “the stereotyped 
sayings of the season” or the equally stereotyped holiday presents 
the real-life Sedgwick children received. 


I don’t know exactly what those presents were, but the children’s 
mother did report that they were numerous and “some of them 
[were] very valuable.” When Catharine Sedgwick fictionalized this 
part of her experience she was more specific. The toys that Lizzy 
Percival placed on the Christmas tree consisted of things like books, 
dolls, animals, and a regiment of toy soldiers. At first glance these, 
too, would appear to be commercial toys, toys she has bought, the 
kind of toys that are available at any of number of New York shops. 
But as the children—Lizzy’s younger brothers and sisters—comment 
on their gifts one by one, it becomes absolutely clear that Lizzy has 
prepared them all herself. 


Catharine Maria Sedgwick. This picture shows the author as a 
young woman, and suggests something of the charm that helped 
endear her to a wide circle of acquaintances. (Courtesy of the Fine 
Arts Library, Harvard College Library) 


Consider the children’s responses. One of the brothers receives “a 
nice book, filled with copies for him to draw after;” and exclaims 
pointedly, “how much pains you have taken to do this for me! how 
much time and trouble you have spent upon it....!’” A sister receives 


a beaded bag and makes the same point: “?, sister Lizzy! ‘I did not 
know when I spilt all your beads that you was knitting this bag for 
me ... !’” The dolls that two other siblings receive may have been 
store-bought, but they come dressed in clothing Lizzy has sewn. (“?, 
Anne, your doll is dressed just like mine; sister has even worked 
their pocket handkerchiefs.’””) Even the toy soldiers have been hand- 
finished: “‘Sister, sister, did you paint these soldiers?’ cried Hal; ‘kiss 
me, you are the best sister that ever lived.”” One of the children 
speaks for them all when, thanking Lizzy for the handembroidered 
apron she has received, she exclaims, “’O papa! does not sister do 
every thing for us?” 


Finally, we learn that Lizzy has done the same for her father, too; 
she presents him with “a pair of slippers ..., beautifully wrought by 
her own hands,” together with “several pairs of fine woolen hose 
which she had knit for him, in her intervals of leisure.” Sedgwick 
hammers the point home: “They were just such as he liked, just such 
as he could not buy, just such as nobody but Lizzy could knit....”29 


Just such as he could not buy. As early as this story, written in the 
mid-1830s, Catharine Sedgwick was able to make a point of how 
special it was for Christmas presents to be handmade or even hand- 
finished. More to the point, Sedgwick chose to have all these gifts 
made by hand in order to reinforce further the point she had already 
suggested by the German Christmas tree: The true essence of the 
Christmas gift exchange must be forged outside the fevered crucible 
of market relations. 


Hanpmave cits, a German maidservant, and a Christmas tree—by 
employing such literary tactics, Catharine Sedgwick was partially 
able to resolve the contradiction between market relations and 
intimate personal ones. But there was one aspect of the 
contradiction that remained immune to such a literary solution: the 
tension between the story’s message and the medium that carried it. 
After all, whether or not Catharine Sedgwick actually knew a 
maidservant like the fictional Madeleine, her story conveyed the 


impression that the tree really was a folk tradition observed by 
servant girls. But in fact it was not the German maidservant 
Madeleine who effectively spread the idea of the Christmas tree 
throughout American culture. It was the Yankee patrician Catharine 
Sedgwick—popular author and Unitarian daughter of a 
Massachusetts congressman—who accomplished that. Even more 
important, Sedgwick did this not by setting up such a tree but by 
writing a story about it—and publishing that story in a popular Gift 
Book read by middle-class readers throughout America, a Gift Book 
that went on sale just in time for the 1835 holiday season. 
Remember that the fashionable gentleman visitor (in both 
Sedgwick’s story and her actual experience) had tried to construct a 
stylish pun by speaking of Mother Nature as if she were the 
publisher of just such an annual. (In fact, the particular volume in 
which Sedgwick’s story appeared—a Gift Book called The Token— 
remains notable to literary historians for another reason entirely: It 
contains the first publication of two important stories by Nathaniel 
Hawthorne—“The May-Pole of Merry Mount” and “The Ministers 
Black Veil.”) 


Literary annuals were hardly produced in the workshops of folk 
culture. They were a part of the fashionable new commercial world, 
a world that Catharine Sedgwick was critiquing from within.3° 
Sedgwicks readers may unconsciously have assumed that they were 
learning about Christmas trees directly from the folk character 
Madeleine, but in fact the path of transmission was nothing other 
than the latest holiday-season commodity—a Gift Book that had 
been purchased as a present in a fashionable shop. 


Towarp A History of Curistmas TREES 


We have happened upon an important paradox: The Christmas tree 
entered American society through the avenues of commercial 
culture, but it did so in the name of precommercial folk culture. 
This was exactly what happened with the figure of Santa Claus. We 
might go so far as to say that both rituals were part of an early “folk 


revival” of sorts, a revival that emerged close behind the full-blown 
emergence of commercial culture itself. 


It is commonplace to believe that Christmas trees were 
transmitted to America by early German immigrants in 
Pennsylvania. And in all probability, American Christmas trees did, 
indeed, first appear in the Pennsylvania German community in the 
early nineteenth century. But it is unlikely that they made their 
appearance much before 1820. Folklorists have done their best to 
seek out the first tree in Pennsylvania, and it seems plain that 
credible evidence of actual Christmas trees dates no earlier than the 
181os. In 1819 (possibly as early as 1812), an immigrant artist from 
Germany drew a picture of a tree he saw during a tour of the 
Pennsylvania countryside, and that picture has been preserved in his 
sketchbooks. The first extant verbal reference to Christmas trees 
dates from the very next year, 1821 (it is an entry in the diary of a 
Lancaster resident, who reported that his children had gone to a 
nearby sawmill “for Christmas trees”).31 After that, references begin 
to multiply. 


What this sequence suggests is that Christmas trees were first set 
up by Pennsylvania Germans sometime during the 1810s (the very 
decade during which St. Nicholas was introduced in New York). If 
that chronology holds, it is natural to wonder why Christmas trees 
were introduced in Pennsylvania at such a late date. Why didn’t 
they appear a century or so earlier, when the first Germans 
emigrated to Pennsylvania? The answer to this question is 
intriguing. It turns out that the Christmas tree was a relatively new 
tradition in Germany itself, one that was still emerging there in the 
early nineteenth century. In fact, the story of the German Christmas 
tree has parallels to that of the Dutch Santa Claus. What happened 
in both cases was that a small group of people suddenly began to 
make much of what had previously been a distinctly minor 
tradition. 


An Early American Christmas Tree. This sketch was drawn from 
life (in either 1812 or 1819) by John Lewis Krimmel, a German 
painter who had emigrated to Philadelphia, and who drew the 
sketch while touring the Pennsylvania countryside. (Although 
Krimmel’s sketch is the first picture of an American Christmas tree, 
it was not printed until a few years ago.) The eleven people who 
appear here are apparently members of a single family. Judging 
from the dress and furnishings, this was a relatively prosperous 
household—a point of some significance in tracing the way 
Christmas trees were diffused through the Pennsylvania German 
community. (Courtesy, The Winterthur Library: Joseph Downs 
Collection of Manuscripts and Printed Ephemera, No. Col. 308) 


A careful reading of the German sources suggests both a 
chronology and a pattern to this process. Before the last third of the 
eighteenth century, Christmas trees had been a localized custom, 
largely limited to a single place—the Alsatian capital of Strasbourg 
—where they seem to have developed by the beginning of the 
seventeenth century. The Strasbourg Christmas tree was apparently 
used as part of a judgmental Christmas ritual—much like the similar 
St. Nicholas ritual in Holland—in which good children were 
rewarded with bonbons provided by the “Christkindle” (i.e., the 


Christchild), while “disobedient” youngsters were punished by a 
figure known as “Hanstrapp,” the local version of the Belsnickle.32 


The ritual began to spread to other parts of Germany—minus 
Hanstrapp—only after 1750. A key date in this development may 
have been 1771, when Strasbourg became the site of an extended 
visit by the young writer Johann Wolfgang von Goethe, who 
discovered in this city a new sense of “German” identity that 
transformed his larger cultural vision. Goethe came to associate the 
Christmas tree itself with that new awareness. In fact, a Christmas 
tree scene is included at a dramatic moment of the 1774 novel that 
established his literary reputation, The Sufferings of Young Werther 
(the scene takes place shortly before the hero’s suicide). 


It was largely through Goethe and his literary colleagues that the 
Christmas tree spread to other parts of Germany. It did so as a 
fashionable new ritual that was perceived—even there—as an 
ancient and authentic folk tradition. Christmas trees were adopted 
by the elite in Berlin, for example, only in the 1810s. In 1820 a 
young American visitor, the future historian George Bancroft, saw a 
tree there in the home of his local host, the distinguished jurist 
Baron Friedrich Karl von Savigny—a man who had married the 
sister of Goethe’s mistress Bettina Brentano. (Bancroft reported this 
episode in vivid detail in a letter to his father, who was a Unitarian 
minister in Worcester, Massachusetts. )33 


It was not until the 1830s that Christmas trees became a truly 
national practice in Germany. They were introduced to Munich, for 
example, only in 1830, by the queen of Bavaria. It seems fair, under 
the circumstances, to consider Christmas trees as something of an 
“invented tradition,” much like Santa Claus in New York—a ritual 
picked up by the elite and spread via literary channels through a 
middle class that was interested in discovering its “authentic” 
national culture. 


By the early nineteenth century, Christmas trees were being 
described as a timeless tradition. In 1820—the same year that 
produced the earliest evidence of an actual Christmas tree in 
Pennsylvania—a story of modern European authorship, but set in 


medieval Germany, noted that on Christmas Eve “every family 
assembles all its members together and fathers and mothers are 
surrounded by their children; they light up a number of wax lights, 
which they suspend to the branches of a small fir-tree, which are 
also hung round with the presents they mean to make them.” (The 
same story also informs us—remember, this is the fourteenth 
century—that “the shops in the streets” are filled with “toys of every 
kind.”)34 

As it happens, that story was reprinted in the United States the 
same year it was published in Europe. Its American venue was The 
Athenaeum, a cosmopolitan literary magazine published in Boston by 
Unitarians and devoted to reprinting the latest European literary 
work. The story itself was trivial (even though it, rather than 
Catharine Sedgwicks 1835 story, may represent the first reference to 
Christmas trees that was published in the United States). Still, two 
things about it have a bearing on our story. What matters first is the 
story’s plot. It deals with the redemption of a sinful mother by her 
selfless young child—a child who, like Jesus himself, was born on 
Christmas Eve (the story is titled “Christmas Eve; or, The 
Conversion”). The other point that matters is the place where the 
story was printed—in an organ of New England Unitarian culture. 


Unrrarians, CurisTmas TREES, AND THE CuarAcTER OF CuitprEeN 


The two points are interrelated. By now it should be clear that the 
Christmas tree was spread throughout the United States in large 
measure by committed Unitarians. It is time to ask what their 
agenda was. Why did members of this group care so much about 
Christmas trees? Answering this question takes us along two 
important literary paths. The first starts with a famous British 
writer; the second, with a controversial Swiss educational reformer. 
Both paths run chiefly through the channels of Unitarian culture. 
And both constantly refer to the theme of selfless children. 


Coleridge’s Children: The Ratzeburg File 


The British writer was Samuel Taylor Coleridge (1772-1834), the 
Romantic poet and essayist. Coleridge happened to spend the 1798 
Christmas season in the German town of Ratzeburg, located near 
Hamburg in the northern part of Germany. He had gone to Germany 
three months earlier, shortly after making a professional decision 
that changed the shape of his career—he had just decided against 
pursuing a career as a minister in the Unitarian Church. (in 
addition, Coleridge had recently completed what would prove to be 
his two greatest poems, “Kubla Khan” and “The Rime of the Ancient 
Mariner.”) The 26-year-old poet spent much of the season 
socializing with the local elite and fending off invitations to attend 
their frequent holiday dances.35 But in the midst of these revels he 
witnessed a domestic Christmas tree, accompanied by a ritual that 
“pleased and interested” him so much that he published an account 
of it eleven years later, in a magazine he was then editing in 
England (the piece was published in time for the 1809 Christmas 
season). 


The tree that Coleridge saw was, as we might expect, the top of 
an evergreen fastened onto a table in one of the parlors in the house 
to which he had been invited, and there were lighted candles 
attached to its branches. But that wasn’t what most “pleased and 
interested” Coleridge. What really impressed him was a more 
important twist—for in the ceremony he witnessed, it was the 
children who gave presents to their parents, and not the other way 
around. Coleridge detailed the procedure: 


For three or four months before Christmas the girls are busy [working], and 
the boys save up their pocket-money, to make or purchase these presents. 
What the present is to be is cautiously kept secret, and the girls have a world 


of contrivances to conceal it.... 


Those, then, were the presents that were placed under the 
Christmas tree, to be opened on Christmas Eve “with kisses and 
embraces,” in a ceremony that Coleridge found deeply moving: 


Where I witnessed this scene, there were eight or nine children, and the 
eldest daughter and the mother wept aloud for joy and tenderness; and the 
tears ran down the face of the father, and he clasped his children so tight to 
his breast—it seemed as if he did it to stifle the sob that was rising within 


him.—I was very much affected.°° 


Coleridge did not realize it, but this ritual seems to have been a 
strictly local one, conceivably even limited to the single household 
in which he observed it. He afforded only brief mention to the more 
standard ritual that took place the following day—the familiar ritual 
in which the parents gave presents to their children.37 


Coleridge’s account left something of a wake in the United States, 
a wake that I have come to term “the Ratzeburg file.” Coleridge 
originally published his Christmas recollections in 1809, in a short- 
lived magazine he edited called The Friend. The bound magazine 
was republished in London three times during the 1810s, and an 
American edition appeared in 1829 (in Burlington, Vermont). 
Catharine Sedgwick, for one, read the book no later than January 
1836 and perhaps earlier.38 


Actually, Coleridge’s account of the Ratzeburg Christmas tree had 
been printed as a separate item in the United States back in 1824, in 
the official journal of the Unitarian Church in America, the Christian 
Register, published in Boston.39 Six years later parts of the account 
reappeared, without attribution, in a children’s book written by 
another Unitarian, Lydia Maria Child. Child, a novelist and an 
abolitionist, was best known at the time as the author of a 
cookbook, The New England Frugal Housewife. For the 1830 
Christmas season she published a juvenile Gift Book, The Little Girls 
Own Book. This volume contained a collection of games, puzzles, 
and riddles. It is the last item in the book, titled “A Custom Worthy 
[of] Imitation,” that is of interest to us here. For it was nothing 
other than a paraphrase of Coleridge’s report—except that Child did 
not refer to the Christmas tree itself but only to what we might 
think of as the central element in the ritual, the generational 
reversal in the gift exchange. (Child did not refer to Coleridge, 


either, or to Ratzeburg itself; instead, she implied that the ritual 
characterized Germany as a whole.) 


In Germany the children all make it a rule to prepare Christmas presents for 
their parents and brothers and sisters. Even the youngest contrive to offer 
something. For weeks before the important day arrives, they are as busy as 
little bees contriving and making such things as they suppose will be most 


agreeable. 


The great object is to keep each one ignorant of the present he, or she, is to 
receive, in order to surprise them when the offering is presented. A great deal 
of whispering, and innocent management is resorted to, to effect this purpose; 


and their little minds are brimful of the happy business.*9 


Another version of the same account appeared the very next year, 
1832, in Keene, New Hampshire, in a children’s primer authored by 
one J. K. Smith, Juvenile Lessons; or The Child’s First Reading Book. 
One of the reading lessons in this book was titled “Christmas 
Presents.” This lesson began: “The children in the North part of 
Germany, have a custom which pleases me much. It is usual with 
them to make little presents to their parents at Christmas time.” The 
lesson went on to tell its young readers: “For some time before this 
happy day, the girls are as busy as so many bees, and the boys are 
careful to save every cent of their pocket money.” It then added 
confidentially: “They are very careful to keep all their plans secret; 
for they do not wish to have their parents know the pleasant 
surprise they are preparing for them, till the time arrives.” 


The evening before Christmas, they obtain leave to light one of the parlors, 
and here the presents for their parents are laid out with great care. When all 
things are ready, the parents are called in, and the dear little creatures 


present their gifts. It is a delightful scene of kisses and embraces, and frolick. 


Smith concluded by expressing a hope that “the boys and girls in 
America would make such a good use of Christmas eve, and 
Christmas day.”41 


The same item reemerged one last time, at the very end of the 
decade, in 1840, in a children’s religious magazine, Youths 
Companion. Like the earlier reprintings, this version, too, was 
published in New England. But whereas the earlier examples had 
been associated with Unitarians, the magazine in which this one 
appeared was published by their old opponents, the evangelical 
Congregationalists. This Congregationalist version actually came 
closest to Coleridge’s original account. The Christmas tree 
reappeared in it, and so did the town of Ratzeburg itself. In this 
story a group of children are discussing a new kind of Christmas 
ritual they have happened upon. One of the children explains: 


“I was reading something about it in one of papa’s books, the other day.... 
The person who wrote the account said that it is the custom at Ratzeburg, in 
Germany, to set up a branch of a yew tree near the wall, and fasten to the 
boughs little combustible things, pieces of candle wrapped up in colored 
papers. Then all the presents are tied to the branches, and all the children are 
called in.... [B]y and by they set fire to the little candles, and the branches 


begin to burn and crackle, which makes grand fun.”42 


With that, the Ratzeburg file comes to an end. It is intriguing to 
watch the way the whole process worked. First, each writer in turn 
learned about the ritual not from personal observation but from 
reading another writer’s account. (The author of the 1840 version 
actually acknowledges as much: “7 was reading something about it in 
one of papas books, the other day.”) American readers were learning 
that this ritual was performed in “Germany” (or at least in “North 
Germany”), and that it was presumably part of an old and 
widespread tradition. But when we actually trace the process, what 
we find is that the source of all the reports is what a single visitor to 
one small town observed on just one occasion, and in a single 
household. 


But why was it so important for Americans to believe that this 
was an old and widespread German custom? The answer surely has 
to do with the one element in Coleridge’s report that was included 
in every item in the Ratzeburg file: the appearance of children who 


were behaving unselfishly at Christmas—children who had freely 
chosen to give presents as well as to receive them. This was a point 
that would have struck a responsive chord in people who worried 
that the affection they lavished on their children at Christmas—and 
especially the gifts that were meant to symbolize this affection— 
were causing those same children to become self-centered and 
materialistic—in other words, spoiled. 


Pestalozzi’s Children: A Feast of the Feelings 


To child rearing, then. This was a subject of real practical concern to 
many Americans in the 1830s, and it was especially acute for the 
very Unitarians who are the focus of this chapter. In addition, the 
subject was one on which, by the 1830s, they found themselves 
increasingly divided. 

Child-rearing practices were linked to theological beliefs. Whether 
parents chose to beat their children, for example, or lavish attention 
on them at Christmas was linked to whether they believed in 
original sin. A central tenet of early-nineteenth-century Unitarians— 
and one that distinguished them from both the old-style Puritans 
and the majority of evangelical “New Lights”—was the belief that 
human beings were not born for damnation. Puritans and most 
evangelical Protestants, in contrast, believed that people were 
inevitably stained at birth by an original sin that corrupted them at 
their very core by causing them to be willful and selfish. Such a 
defect was so deep-seated that it could be removed, if at all, not by 
any act of will, no matter how strenuous (because the will itself was 
part of the problem), but only through a free gift of divine, 
arbitrary, and irresistible grace. To repeat: The will itself—that 
which a person wished to do—was corrupted; it could serve only to 
resist the process of divine cleansing. Puritan-minded parents, and 
their nineteenth-century successors, therefore felt that it was their 
obligation to break a child’s will as early as possible. 


Unitarians, on the contrary, believed that the will should be 
trained rather than broken; it might be imperfect, but it was not 


fundamentally corrupt. Unitarians strenuously believed that human 
beings were responsible—utterly responsible—for their own actions. 
Children therefore required constant and painstaking parental 
training that would enable them to learn to conquer their natural 
inclinations, and do so by the sheer force of their own will. Such 
training should at all costs avoid physical punishment, even 
outbursts of rage—which led only to fear. It had to be based, 
instead, on the firm, patient, and imaginative use of moral 
instruction, accompanied by assurances of parental love. The 
historian Philip Greven has written that the goal of this kind of 
child-rearing was “self-control rather than self-annihilation.” And he 
quotes the Reverend Theodore Parker, himself a Unitarian minister 
(and a prominent abolitionist): “Men often speak of breaking the 
will of a child; it seems to me they had better break the neck. The 
will needs regulation, not destroying. I should as soon think of 
breaking the legs of a horse in training him, as [of breaking] a 
child’s will.” In other words, a child needs to make use of its will in 
order to function as an effective adult.43 


By now it may seem almost inevitable that a member of the 
Sedgwick clan should have authored a story—a Christmas story— 
that demonstrates this very point. In 1833 Elizabeth Dwight 
Sedgwick of Stockbridge, Massachusetts (the wife of Catharine 
Sedgwick’s youngest brother and, incidentally, a granddaughter of 
the Reverend Jonathan Edwards), published a Christmas story in a 
very popular Gift Book, The Pearl. The story’s subtitle was “The 
Christmas Box.” 


In this tale a caring father decides to use Christmas as an 
opportunity to teach his four children to overcome their particular 
temperamental failings. Instead of putting presents in the stockings 
they have hung up, St. Nicholas leaves each child nothing except an 
individually composed poem that points, affectionately but firmly, 
to his or her characteristic failing—a readiness to lie, a quick 
temper, a lack of perseverance, and selfishness. St. Nicholas adds the 
promise that he will return the following Christmas to check up on 
the children’s progress. (The son inclined to dishonesty grumbles, “‘I 


know I'll get something from old Nicholas another year, by hook or 
by crook.’”) After a year in which the children struggle, assisted by 
their father’s constant reinforcement, to conquer their weaknesses, 
at the next Christmas St. Nicholas does, indeed, bring each child a 
handsome gift. But he arranges the gifts in such a fashion—this is 
carefully described—that they cannot be located or opened without 
an actual demonstration of the particular virtue that each of the 
children has spent the previous year cultivating. (For example, 
before the selfish child can receive his presents, he is first obliged to 
give them away to his siblings—and through an ingenious 
contrivance he actually does so of his own free will!)44 


Elizabeth Dwight Sedgwick emphasizes that constant parental 
attention is required if this kind of training is to succeed. The 
children in her story are educated at home, by both parents; and 
even outside of school hours there are regular walks and periods of 
conversation, storytelling, and reading aloud. Each evening 
concludes with a children’s game in which the parents themselves 
participate. The author puts it plainly: “either one parent or the 
other was with the children nearly all the time.” A variety of tactics 
were employed, as needed: “Sometimes a soft answer turned away 
his wrath; sometimes a word in season averted the coming storm; 
occasionally a little ridicule thoroughly mortified him—and still 
more the serious displeasure of his father, which, because he loved 
him dearly, he dreaded more than any thing human, would put him 
for a time effectively on his guard.” After one especially bad 
outbreak of temper, for example, the father told his child: “‘You are 
always wishing to grow up a man, that you may become your own 
master; but your master I fear you will never be. That temper of 
yours is your master, and a hard master.’”45 


But Mrs. Sedgwick is quick to add a statement about the need to 
recruit a child’s own will as an ally in the process of child-rearing: 
“All these [tactics] together, however, would have been of little 
avail, had he not felt a strong determination in his own mind to 
conquer his bad habits.” And to help create such an inner 
determination, the father’s Christmas strategy played a key role: 


“The epistles of St. Nicholas, trifling as they may seem, were of 
positive use in turning the minds of the children to the subject of 
improvement in a single particular.” In other words, the hope of 
receiving their Christmas presents at the end of the year provided a 
strong internal incentive for character development. 


To be sure, this was a “judgmental” Christmas that Elizabeth 
Dwight Sedgwick proposed here. But it was not quite the old-style 
ritual we have encountered earlier. St. Nicholas leaves no birch rod 
for the children, no pieces of coal. Nor does physical punishment 
have any place in the repertoire of tactics that these parents employ 
to train their children. (Physical punishment would have been far 
easier, and less labor-intensive, but for these Unitarians it would 
have produced children who behaved well only out of fear and not 
as a result of the self-control that could come only from inner 
strength.) 


Such child-rearing strategies involved walking a thin line. On the 
one hand, they meant that children had to be taught complete self- 
mastery, the overcoming of all weakness. But at the same time they 
made children the constant focus of parental attention. Children 
raised in such a fashion would find it inevitable to assume that they 
were the center of a family’s existence. Such a strategy invited the 
very indulgence it was intended to control. 


On one occasion Elizabeth Dwight Sedgwick’s own sister-in-law, 
Elizabeth Ellery Sedgwick of New York (the woman who enjoyed 
receiving New Year’s visitors), revealed that very fault line. In the 
summer of 1835, while on vacation in the countryside, the latter 
Mrs. Sedgwick mused over the meaning of a lovely outing she had 
just taken with her young children. A simple ride in a horse-drawn 
wagon had put the children into “ecstasies” of good humor. “It is 
astonishing,” she began (writing to her husband in the city), “that 
when the fresh and innocent natures of children require so little, to 
make them overflow, that more efforts are not made for their 
happiness.” But this thought immediately provoked doubts: “Is it, 
that youthful privations fit them better for the losses and crosses of 
After Years? Do Indulgencies of a wise kind necessarily prepare the 


way for that most odious appendage of character, Selfishness?” Mrs. 
Sedgwick concluded by precisely articulating the Unitarian 
dilemma: “I wish I could determine how nicely to adjust the scales, 
so as to preserve the balance between restraint and indulgence—for 
on the due proportion of each, how much does the character 
depend?”47 

The difficulty in making this kind of determination was 
compounded by a new strain of thinking that emerged after 1830, 
largely within the Unitarian community itself. This strain (more 
broadly considered, it was a local expression of the movement 
known as Romanticism) took the Unitarian argument about child- 
rearing substantially further than was initially intended. It suggested 
that the natural impulses of children were not flawed, after all, and 
that those impulses should not be suppressed but actually 
encouraged and indulged. In this new and controversial view, it was 
children who offered adults a model for emulation, and not the 
other way around. Children were not imperfect little adults; rather, 
adults were imperfect grown-up children. The seeds of perfection 
lay within each child, like the unopened buds in a plant; and the ills 
of society were produced by corruption and artifice within society 
itself, and not by the child’s own natural impulses. The English 
Romantic poet William Wordsworth (a friend of Samuel Taylor 
Coleridge), put the idea in a nutshell in a classic phrase: “The Child 
is father to the Man.” 


In the United States, the most famous early expression of this new 
philosophy came from the pen of Ralph Waldo Emerson, himself a 
former Unitarian minister (he left the pulpit in 1831). In his very 
important 1836 essay “Nature,” Emerson wrote that the best people 
were those who “retained the spirit of infancy even into the era of 
manhood.” The “wisdom” of a man’s “best hour” was no better than 
“the simplicity of his childhood.” As Emerson summed it up, “the 
sun illuminates only the eye of the man, but shines into the eye and 
heart of the child.”48 (By the 1860s, when this radical notion had 
succeeded in transforming the way thousands of Americans treated 
their children, the now-aging Emerson looked back on the change 


with a certain irony. He opened an essay about the reformation of 
New England life in his own time by reporting a witty aphorism: “‘It 
was a misfortune to have been born when children were nothing, 
and to live till [adult] men were nothing.””)49 


These Romantic ideas of childhood had obvious implications for 
educational practices, implications that were most influentially 
articulated in the work of the European educational reformer 
Johann Heinrich Pestalozzi (1746-1827). Pestalozzi, a German- 
speaking Swiss whose name is unfamiliar today except to students of 
intellectual and educational history, was well known in the second 
quarter of the nineteenth century—as well known as, say, John 
Dewey a century later. In his most influential writings, Leonard and 
Gertrude (1781) and How Gertrude Teaches Her Children (1801), 
Pestalozzi stressed above all the importance of mothers in childhood 
education. He suggested that “feelings of love, confidence, and 
gratitude, and [even] the habit of obedience,” are characteristics 
that “originate in the relationship established between the infant 
and its mother.”5° (In retrospect, we can view Pestalozzis ideas as 
part of the larger process by which moral authority within middle- 
class households shifted away from the father and into maternal 
hands, and by which the teaching profession itself became 
essentially women’s work.) 


Hundreds of educators and tourists visited the progressive 
boarding school that Pestalozzi established in Yverdon, Switzerland, 
in 1805, and Pestalozzian schools were set up over the succeeding 
decades throughout Europe (especially in Germany). Pestalozzis 
progressive ideas about education—and about childhood itself—had 
become influential late in the 1820s among upper-class liberals in 
Philadelphia and Boston, and several “infant schools” were set up in 
those cities. (In both cities, in the late 1820s, funds were raised for 
these schools by holding fairs at which Christmas presents were 
offered for sale; these fairs were the models for the antislavery fairs 
of the 1830s.) 


Controversy over the Pestalozzian system surfaced in Boston in 
the mid-1830s. In 1835 Emerson’s friend Amos Bronson Alcott, an 


educator who had absorbed Pestalozzi’s ideas (and who would later 
test them out on his daughter Louisa May), opened a Pestalozzian 
school in Boston, a school in which Alcott devoted much of his 
energy to listening to the children and otherwise turning 
conventional child-rearing practices on their head. The pupils in the 
Temple School (so called because it was housed in Boston’s Masonic 
Temple) were drawn from the children of Boston’s well-to-do 
Unitarian establishment. Alcott’s program was controversial from 
the beginning—for example, when his pupils misbehaved badly, 
Alcott would punish them by ordering them to whip him! But with 
the publication of Conversations with Children, on the Gospels, a book 
containing verbatim transcripts of the children’s responses to 
passages from the New Testament (the idea was that children could 
teach their elders even about theology), more conservative 
Unitarians were scandalized. Enrollment in Alcott’s school declined 
precipitously, and in 1839 he was forced to close it down (the last 
straw was Alcott’s refusal to deny admission to an African-American 
pupil). From Stockbridge, Elizabeth Dwight Sedgwick (author of 
that 1833 story about the father who uses Christmas to teach lessons 
of self-discipline to his sons) had written a critical review of Alcott’s 
first book about his school.5! Even Harriet Martineau was appalled 
by Conversations with Children, on the Gospels, and she wrote almost 
savagely about Alcott in her book Society in America. 


But Charles Folien subscribed to Pestalozzis ideas, and as we have 
seen, it appears that the main reason he was fired from his brief 
tenure as live-in private tutor to the children of the deceased 
Colonel Perkins was that he insisted on employing Pestalozzian 
techniques in the boys’ education. Later, when he was forced to give 
up his tutelage, Folien insisted that he had dealt with the boys “by 
imposing only such rules as their own moral sense approved,” and 
by sharing “a ready sympathy with all their concerns and wants, 
and a hearty desire to gratify all their legitimate and innocent 
desires.” (He added, “I was aware, that, to some, this mode of 
treating the boys might seem too indulgent.”)52 


It is interesting that Folien felt obliged to modify the term desires 
with the adjectives “legitimate and innocent.” What that little 
gesture reveals is that the Pestalozzian wing of the Unitarians was 
caught up in a dilemma just as serious as that of their more 
conservative colleagues on the other side. Those more conservative 
Unitarians invoked a strategy of child-rearing that implicitly placed 
children at the center of the domestic universe, a strategy that could 
easily bring out the very selfishness it was intended to control. For 
its part, the Romantic wing of the Unitarians explicitly looked to 
children to find the roots of human perfection, and they found it 
difficult to acknowledge that children who had been properly raised 
would show any signs of corruption. They tried hard to believe that 
children were innately unselfish, and that it was only a corrupt 
society, and improper educational practices, that rendered them 
selfish and greedy. It was a risky assumption. 


?HE IssuE Came to a head at Christmas. Here was the one occasion on 
which even those parents who held to the more traditional idea of 
child-rearing tended to give up any real effort to maintain what 
Elizabeth Ellery Sedgwick called “the balance between restraint and 
indulgence.” Christmas had long been the kind of occasion on which 
restraint (of whatever sort) was momentarily suspended and 
indulgence ruled. In a different culture—a world of scarcity, with 
seasonal cycles of plenitude—the axis along which that shift took 
place was one that involved a brief period of gluttonous feasting or 
similar forms of revelry. In contrast, for genteel Unitarian families 
who inhabited a world of relative abundance, that axis involved a 
similarly brief period of undammed affection for their children, an 
affection made manifest in a lavish orgy of gift-giving. 


Back in 1827, Charles Follen (then a newcomer to America) had a 
conversation with a friend “about the celebration of Christmas in 
Germany.” Follen lamented that there were “no feasts for the 
children” in the United States. “Such festivals for the feelings,” he 
mused, “would be a great improvement of the moral state of the 


nation.”°3 As we know, even as Follen spoke, this kind of festival 
was becoming more widespread—1827 was the very year that 
Clement Clarke Moore’s poem “A Visit from St. Nicholas” was 
widely printed for the first time. 


But even among those who, like Elizabeth Ellery Sedgwick, were 
ordinarily anxious about the dangers of such indulgence, Christmas 
functioned as a momentary release from that anxiety, a “festival for 
the feelings.” Mrs. Sedgwick herself offers a case in point. During 
the second half of 1835, she was deeply concerned about her oldest 
child, a 10-year-old boy named Ellery. Young Ellery had been 
placed in the trustworthy care of his Aunt Elizabeth (Elizabeth 
Dwight Sedgwick, the critic of Bronson Alcott and author of the 
aforementioned 1833 Christmas story), but he was showing 
worrisome signs of moral weakness. On one occasion he asked his 
mother to give him a silver pencil. (Characteristically, she refused, 
suggesting instead that he buy himself “a wooden one—learn to take 
care of it—and then you shall deserve a better kind of one, and shall 
have it.”) Far worse, his Aunt Elizabeth had caught him cheating 
systematically on his Latin homework and then lying about the 
matter when he was confronted with it. All that autumn, the boy’s 
parents carried on an intensive correspondence about how to handle 
the matter. Elizabeth Ellery Sedgwick endured sleepless nights on 
her son’s account. (“I am mortified and distressed, & fear I have 
been unfaithful to him, for these faults come back to the Mother.”) 
But at Christmas the parents’ pent-up anxiety was released in a 
torrent of affection, as both father and mother wrote letters assuring 
their errant son (still away at school with his aunt) of how intensely 
they missed him (“We miss you dreadfully dear Ell, every hour of 
the day”) and letting him know that they had actually set up a table 
filled with presents for him (“to show where he would be if he was 
here”).54 Mr. Sedgwick even chose to let Ellery know that his 
mother was shedding tears over her letter as she wrote it. All this 
was hardly the kind of treatment that Elizabeth Dwight Sedgwick, 
young Ellery’s aunt and teacher, had proposed in the Christmas 
story she had published two years earlier! 


For followers of Pestalozzi, the impulse to make Christmas a 
child-focused “festival of the feelings” was reinforced in 1833 with 
the publication in Philadelphia of a biography of the Swiss reformer 
(he had died four years earlier). In the middle of that book the 
biographer, Edward Biber by name, chose to insert a chapter 
bearing the title “Christmas-Eve Discourse.” This was simply the 
transcript of a talk—a passionate, rhapsodic talk—that Pestalozzi 
had delivered in 1810, on Christmas Eve, to the children and fellow 
teachers at his school in Yverdon. Judging from the context, it 
would seem that Pestalozzi gave the talk just before distributing 
presents to his pupils, and it is probable that those presents were 
hanging from a Christmas tree. (The editor of the English-language 
edition of Biber’s biography felt compelled to offer a footnote for his 
British and American readers, explaining that in German-speaking 
regions the presents would be placed on “‘Christmas trees,’ young 
fir-stems, lighted up with little wax tapers, on the twigs of which all 
the glittering gifts are hung.” He went on to explain that when 
German children asked who had put their presents on the Christmas 
tree, they were told, ““The Christchild brought them.’”)55 


It is just such a scene that we might imagine as Pestalozzi 
explained the holy significance of Christmas Eve. He addressed his 
rhapsodic words directly to the children at Yverdon, insisting that it 
was they who formed the core of his household: “Beloved children! 
it is for your sakes that we are united in one family; our house is 
your house, and for your sakes only is it our house.”5® 


In a way, those words would have sounded familiar enough, at 
least during the Christmas season, when people in authority were 
used to deferring symbolically to those who at other times of the 
year would have owed deference to them. (It is not difficult to 
imagine Washington livings old Squire Bracebridge using the same 
ornate phrasing, but substituting the poor for the children.)57 


But Pestalozzi meant something more than that. He meant that 
children were the center of the household not only in a symbolic 
fashion—not only on this ritual occasion—but that they constituted 
the actual and enduring center of the household. In part, that was 


because the training of children was what families were all about. 
But it was also because—and here Pestalozzis radicalism surfaced— 
the very training of children was ultimately designed to nurture the 
seeds of innocent perfection with which they had been endowed at 
birth. In other words, children (properly raised) offered an actual 
model for adults to imitate. Adults, Pestalozzi felt, needed to 
become like children: “We know that except we be converted and 
become as little children, except we be elevated to the simplicity of 
a childlike mind, we shall not enter into the kingdom of heaven ... 
!” And he continued by pleading for their childish spirit to redeem 
the very imperfections of their adult teachers: “Children, let the 
graces of childhood elevate our souls, and purify us of all 
contamination of anger, and wrath, and hastiness in your 
education....”58 


The spirit of Christmas might help to accomplish that inner 
transformation. The presents that parents gave their children on 
Christmas might help them reverence the spirit of childhood in their 
own children. 


Oh [Pestalozzi mused] ... that we might all be like unto our children, to 
whom the invisible love of God is made manifest in the Christchild under the 
form of an innocent babe, like unto them in appearance, but descending from 


heaven with pleasant gifts....59 


That we might all be like unto our children. What Pestalozzi 
ultimately wished to achieve was the reformation of adults. But in 
order for that to come about, children themselves had to play the 
role they had been assigned. Their joy had to be innocent joy. They 
had to experience Christmas with what Pestalozzi constantly 
referred to with the word simplicity. (“And you, my beloved 
children, who celebrate this Christmas in the simplicity of your 
hearts, what shall I say to you? We wish to be partakers of your 
simplicity, of your childlike joy.”) 

Pestalozzi wished very deeply to believe (in fact, he committed 
his life to the venture) that the hearts of children were simpler and 
purer than those of adults. But even as he was speaking, the 


assembled children were waiting to receive their Christmas presents, 
gifts that were probably hanging on a Christmas tree at that very 
moment. I’m not sure exactly what was “innocent” about such 
childlike joy, but its connection with material expectations surely 
was (and remains) troubling—and this despite the efforts of parents 
to disguise the nature of the gifts by attributing them to such 
transcendent figures as St. Nicholas, or even (as Pestalozzi and 
German culture had it) the Christ child himself. 


Whether it took a Pestalozzian form or the more conservative 
shape represented by Elizabeth Dwight Sedgwick, Unitarian 
pedagogy contained a serious internal contradiction. It attempted to 
teach children to be selfless, but it did so while placing them—by 
placing them—at the center of the domestic universe. 


It was a heavy burden to place on children. At one point near the 
end of his talk Pestalozzi himself hesitated and actually urged the 
children in his audience to conform to his definition, to become 
more childlike: “[B]e ye innocent children in the full sense of the 
word.... Let this festival establish you in the holy strength of a 
childlike mind....”69 The holy strength of a childlike mind. Under the 
weight of this definition, it was surely difficult to grow up as an 
actual child—perhaps as difficult, in its own way, as it was to grow 
up as a child whose will was being broken by physical or 
psychological abuse. 


From Belsnickle to Christkingle 


As it happens, a short story that was published in the 1836 edition 
of a Gift Book, The Pearl, deals with these questions. The title of the 
story was “The Christmas Tree,” and its author—for once, not a 
Sedgwick!—was identified simply as “Mrs. G.” The story is about 
using a Christmas tree to teach children a hard lesson: how not to be 
selfish on the occasion of a holiday that was centered around 
making them happy. The author, a Philadelphian, lets us know 
where she got the idea for “The Christmas Tree.” It came from “a 
book I have lately read, in speaking of the celebration of Christmas 


by the Germans.” In a footnote, that book is identified as “Bibers 
Life of Pestalozzi.”61! 


“The Christmas Tree” deals with a prosperous, child-centered 
family, the Selwyns. The author lets us know on the first page just 
where on the ideological spectrum this couple’s hearts lay: “Mr. and 
Mrs. Selwyn were very affectionate parents, and nothing gave them 
greater pleasure than to gratify the wishes of their children.” And 
their daughter Mary has great expectations of the Christmas holiday. 
The story opens almost two weeks before Christmas Day, with 
young Mary asking her mother how long she has to wait until the 
big day arrives: “‘How much I wish it was here!’” she exclaims. 
When Mrs. Selwyn asks why she is so eager, Mary replies without 
hesitation: “‘Because I expect to get a great many presents.’” Mrs. 
Selwyn responds noncommittally: “‘I will make no rash promises; 
Christmas is almost two weeks off, and, you know, many things may 
happen before that time.””62 


Of course, Mr. and Mrs. Selwyn are plotting a surprise: “They had 
been planning a Christmas celebration a few evenings before, and 
they thought of following the German custom in making it a 
surprise, by keeping the preparations a secret.” They have made 
their preparations in the drawing room, which is ordinarily kept 
locked and off-limits to the children (who therefore “had no 
suspicion of the treat their kind parents had in store for them”). 
Young Mary is “a little disappointed that her mother had said 
nothing about a party, but she consoled herself by counting how 
many presents she expected to get.”63 


Christmas Day brings Mary one disappointment after another. The 
family goes through its standard rituals, but none of these yields a 
single present. First, Mary tries an old game: “Before sunrise ..., 
Mary and her brothers were up and dressed, and ran into their 
parents’ room, to catch them by calling out ‘Christmas gift’— 
knowing that, according to the old custom, if they could say it 
before their parents, they were entitled to a present.” This tactic 
fails to produce any results. Later that morning, the family goes to 
visit their grandfathers country estate, “where they always dined on 


Christmas day.” But on their arrival the children are once again 
disappointed—“there were no presents on the table.” Again they 
console themselves, this time with the thought that “they would get 
them after dinner,” and again they are disappointed. At last, toward 
evening, the family sets out for home. On the way, “little Mary ... 
burst into tears,” sobbing that she had “‘never spent such a dull 
Christmas in her life.... Christmas is almost over, and I have not had 
a single present to-day.” Finally, Mr. Selwyn chimes in: “‘I am 
sorry, my daughter, to see that you have so little fortitude in bearing 
disappointment.” He gently but firmly expresses disappointment in 
her behavior: “‘every effort that has been made by your kind 
relatives, to amuse you and make you happy, has been entirely lost, 
merely because you could not have every wish gratified.’”64 


That is the bad news. The good news begins as soon as the 
Selwyns reach their own house. Now the children are told to dress 
up. They are led to the parlor, where they are delighted to find “a 
little party of their young friends, who had been invited by Mrs. 
Selwyn.” The children play party games (these include “Chair of 
Criticism,” “Cross Questions and Silly Answers,” and “Ladies’ 
Toilet”). It is in the midst of these that the denouement is reached. 
Mr. Selwyn asks the children to come with him to the drawing 
room. The scene is just what we have come to expect: a Christmas 
tree. 


[U]pon his throwing open the drawing-room door, an universal exclamation 
of delight burst from their lips at the beautiful sight presented to them. In the 
centre of the room was a large table covered with a damask cloth, and in the 
middle of this was placed a Christmas Tree, brilliantly illuminated with wax 


tapers, and suspended to the branches were all kinds of beautiful gifts....5 


The trick has worked. By evening’s end little Mary Selwyn has 
experienced the most delightful Christmas of her young life—and 
she has been taught an important lesson at the same time. The key, 
even more than the Christmas tree itself, is the element of surprise 
that accompanies it. The Selwyns, we are told, were “following the 
German custom in making it a surprise, by keeping the preparations 


a secret.” (It is indeed the case, in Christmas-tree references from 
the 1820s and 1830s, both in stories set in America and in reports 
from Germany, that Christmas trees are invariably set up in a room 
that is normally off-limits to the children—the library, the parlor, 
or, as here, the drawing room.®®) 


In real life, obviously, the surprise factor would be effective only 
once or twice; after that, the children would surely catch on. But 
even after the surprise was gone, the ritual would retain a lingering 
utility: It would continue to keep virtually total control of the gift 
exchange in the hands of the parents—control of the time and place, 
and of the knowledge of how many gifts there would be and what 
they were. Frequently, permission for the children to enter the till- 
then secret room is signified by the ringing of a bell (in one 
instance, the children cannot enter until the third time the bell is 
rung!). 

In this 1836 story, we might say, the Christmas-tree ritual was 
explicitly represented as a tactic by which the parents might seize 
total control of the gift exchange. The main part of the tale consists 
of a series of disappointments for its little “anti-heroine’—moments 
at which her expected presents do not appear. The first of these 
moments is especially striking. It is when the children “catch” their 
parents “by calling out ‘Christmas gift-—knowing that, according to 
the old custom, if they could say it before their parents, they were 
entitled to a present.”67 (This is a ritual we will encounter again in 
Chapter 7, where it will be performed by slaves in the antebellum 
South.) But now the old ritual leads to nothing. It is only at the very 
end of the day, after several more such disappointments (and when 
the children have ceased to expect anything at all) that the carefully 
orchestrated surprise of the Christmas tree is sprung. 


The difference between the ritual of crying out “Christmas gift” 
and that of waiting for the “Christmas tree” is the difference 
between children playing the role of active agents in the gift 
exchange and their assuming the passive role of silent, grateful 
recipients. The Christmas-tree ritual, as it was introduced to 
American reading public, was designed to render children 


completely passive participants in the process. (Just so, as we will 
see in the next chapter, were new rituals of Christmas charity 
designed to make poor people themselves passive recipients of 
largesse.) 


The Christmas-tree ritual had another lingering effect. That effect 
was a hidden one—hidden, I suspect, even among those who had 
adopted the ritual. It was to manipulate children’s behavior, perhaps 
even their feelings, in a new way. At the end of the story we have 
just examined, “The Christmas Tree,” there is a kind of explanatory 
epilogue in which the father, Mr. Selwyn, places his new ritual in 
historical context. When he himself was a child, Mr. Selwyn tells his 
children, 


“no little girl or boy ever went to bed on Christmas Eve without hanging up a 
stocking, which they expected would be filled with gifts by the good 
Christkingle. They were always up bright and early the next morning, to see 
what was given to them. The good children were always sure of having their 
stockings filled with cakes, sugar plums, and little presents by the 
Christkingle, but the naughty ones would find a rod thrust in theirs by the old 
Bellsnickel.... [The Christkingle was regarded] as a kind of fairy, or good 
genius—such as you read of in fairy tales—who rewarded good children and 


the Bellsnickel was an evil genius, who punished the bad ones.”8 


A generation earlier, in other words, it would have been easy to 
deal with a girl ilke little Mary Selwyn; if her parents were trying to 
teach her a lesson, she would have received her just desserts from 
the Belsnickle. But Mr. and Mrs. Selwyn are just as interested in 
their daughter’s inner life as they are in her actual behavior. They 
want her to learn how to control even her selfish expectations. (Mr. 
Selwyn tells her at the very end that “‘you ought to submit with 
cheerfulness to your situation” —to “submit” rather than to nag; and 
to do so “with cheerfulness.”) They want her to be truly, 
spontaneously grateful. Not only is young Mary to make no 
demands for presents, she is not even supposed to harbor any desire 
to receive them. 


As a practical matter, of course, that was impossible. What was 
possible was only concealment. Stories like “The Christmas Tree,” if 
they were actually put into practice, secretly encouraged children to 
behave hypocritically—to pretend they didn’t know or care what 
their parents were really planning. Ultimately, the effect of such 
stories was to encourage children to deny (even to themselves) their 
own selfish feelings, or else to feel guilty about having them. 
Children were being encouraged to feign, first to their parents and 
then to themselves, both selfless indifference and spontaneous joy; 
to act as if they enjoyed their presents only because they were 
expressions of love—because they were “affections gift.” 


Some Perrrecr CuttprEeN 


Beginning in about 1840, yet another kind of Christmas story began 
to appear. This kind of story was about children who were already 
perfect in the Romantic, Pestalozzian sense, children who did not 
need to be taught a lesson about selflessness because they were 
utterly unselfish by nature.®9 At the very least, these children were 
willing, even eager, to sacrifice their own Christmas gifts to make 
other children (or even grown-ups) happy. On occasion they were 
willing, even eager, to sacrifice their very lives. Perhaps the best- 
known of these stories is Louisa May Alcott’s classic novel Little 
Women (1868). This book opens with an extended Christmas 
sequence in which the four young title characters voluntarily give 
their Christmas presents to an impoverished neighboring family.7° 
Louisa May Alcott herself was the daughter of Bronson Alcott, the 
radical Pestalozzian Transcendentalist—and a man who had raised 
his children in the Pestalozzian fashion. 


Little Women was of course a tremendous best-seller, but by the 
time it was published in 1868 these issues (along with the Christmas 
tree itself) had thoroughly permeated middle-class American 
culture. But as it happens, another associate of Bronson Alcott’s had 
addressed a wide audience on similar matters a full generation 
earlier. This was Margaret Fuller, the first great female American 


intellectual figure. Back in 1835, Fuller had assisted Alcott in 
running his radical Temple School, and it was she who actually 
wrote the controversial 1836 book, Conversations with Children, On 
the Gospels, that had caused so many conservative Unitarians 
(including Harriet Martineau) to take offense. Fuller had also been 
among the very first American intellectuals to devote serious study 
to German language and philosophy.7! 


In 1844 Margaret Fuller was living in New York and trying to 
support herself by writing for Horace Greeley’s successful new 
newspaper, the New York Tribune. It was she who authored the 
Christmas editorial that appeared in the Tribune on December 25, 
1844, an editorial read by thousands of people. Fuller wrote: 


Christmas would seem to be the day peculiarly sacred to children, and 
something of this feeling shows itself among us, though rather of German 
influence, than of native growth. The evergreen tree is often reared for the 
children on Christmas evening, and its branches cluster with little tokens that 
may, at least, give them a sense that the world is rich, and that there are 
some in it who care to bless them. It is a charming sight to see their glittering 


eyes, and well worth much trouble in preparing the Christmas tree.... 


We borrow the Christmas tree from Germany. Might we but borrow with it 
that feeling which pervades all their stories about the influence of the Christ 
child, and has, I doubt not—for the spirit of literature is always, though 
refined, the essence of popular life—pervaded the conduct of children 
there.72 


Here Fuller retold two German Christmas legends. The first was 
about “St. Hermann Joseph,” a lovely child who one day offered an 
apple to a church sculpture of the Virgin and child—and the 
sculpted young Jesus “put forth its hand and took the apple.” From 
that time forth, “littke Hermann” took every gift he received and 
carried it “to the same place. He needed nothing for himself; but 
dedicated all his childish goods to the altar.” The second legend was 
about “the holy Rupert,” a young prince who gave away his 
possessions whenever he saw a suffering child. One cold day Prince 


Rupert gives away his coat, stops and falls asleep on the road home, 
and has a dream. (He dreams of a mild old man who bathes a group 
of children in a river and then places them “on a beautiful island, 
where they looked white and glorious as little angels.” One of these 
children turns out to be little Jesus, who is wearing the coat that 
Rupert had given him.) Upon waking, Rupert takes ill from having 
stayed out in the cold without a coat. He dies, and at last he is able 
to join the band of little children he has helped. 


Margaret Fuller acknowledged that these stories were legends— 
Catholic legends, at that—but she insisted that they were useful, 
good legends, and Protestants should not reject them. “The thought 
of Jesus, as a child, has great weight with children who have 
learned to think of him at all.” That is, the child Jesus can become a 
model for modern children. “In earlier days, the little saints thought 
they imitated the Emanuel by giving apples and coats [i.e., like 
Hermann and Rupert]; but we know not why, in our age, that 
esteems itself so enlightened, they should not become also the givers 
of spiritual gifts....” If children were taken seriously (and educated 
properly) at home, they could save the world. If they were not, the 
fault lay in the parents: 


The cause of education would be indefinitely furthered, if in addition to 
formal means, there were but this principle awakened in the hearts of the 
young[:] that what they have they must bestow.... Were all this right in the 
private sphere, the public [sphere] would soon right itself also, and the 
nations of Christendom might join in a celebration such as “Kings and 


Prophets waited for” and so many martyrs died to achieve, of Christ-Mass. 


Margaret Fuller spent part of her own Christmas Day that year 
visiting the inmates of the city’s asylum for deaf and dumb children. 
The experience, she reported three days later, was one of personal 
“edification and delight.” The children at the asylum put on a 
theatrical performance for the visitors, a performance that 
demonstrated that they were capable of expressing intense and 
authentic emotion. Fuller wrote: “It was gratifying to see the faces 
of so many children of eternal silence radiate with intelligence, and 


evincing a knowledge and elevation of sentiment which it would 
seem impossible, thus benighted, to acquire.”73 


The performance put on by these deaf and dumb children 
represented one end of the spectrum of New York’s Christmas 
season in 1844. Like an increasing number of New Yorkers, Horace 
Greeley found it considerably more satisfying than what was still 
going on—and would continue to go on—at the other end of that 
same spectrum. Writing a week later, another Tribune reporter 
commented on what the streets of the city were actually like on 
New Year’s Day: 


The grog shops, we regretted to observe, overflowed throughout the day—so 
did some of their visitors toward evening. This was the worst feature of the 
anniversary, though the howling, and popping and banging through the 
preceding night were little better. What a profundity of emptiness there must 
be in that boy’s head who deems gun-firing an appropriate observance of the 


solemn, majestic, noiseless march of Time. 


This reporter had even seen one 18-year-old youth “loading and 
firing a fowling-piece through the streets at midday!” And he 
concluded with a sentence that expressed the behavioral concerns of 
one culture in terms of the generational assumptions of another: 
“The mother of that boy has much to answer for.”74 


CuHaptER 6 


Tiny Tim and Other Charity Cases 


Home-Lirr in GERMANY 


HE YEAR 1853 marked two important achievements in the life of 

young Charles Loring Brace. The first achievement was 

practical: Brace helped establish the Children’s Aid Society, a 
New York charitable institution that would become, within his 
lifetime and due chiefly to his unceasing efforts, the most important 
charitable organization in the city and probably the entire United 
States. Brace’s other achievement was literary: the publication of a 
book. That book, Home-Life in Germany, would soon be forgotten, 
overshadowed both by Brace’s subsequent literary work and, more 
important, by his labors with the Children’s Aid Society itself. But it 
is of interest here, if only because of the light it casts on Brace’s 
subsequent charitable work with children, and also on his enduring 
interest in Christmas. 


Home-Life in Germany was a travelogue of sorts, the account of an 
extended visit Brace had made to that country two years earlier, at 
the age of 25. During his visit Brace was struck by several important 
contrasts between Germany and his native United States. For 
example, Germans tended to be far less individualistic and self- 
reliant than Americans were. On the other hand, family life—the 
main subject of Brace’s book—was far more important in Germany 
than it was in America. 


The contrast between the home life of the two cultures came to a 
head at Christmas. Brace devoted an entire chapter of Home-Life in 


Germany to an account of the Christmas celebration in that country. 
Here, too, the graciousness of German culture contrasted with the 
emptiness Brace found in the United States: 


As I recall our hollow home-life in many parts of America—the selfishness 
and coldness in families—the little hold Home has on any one, and the 
tendency of children to get rid of it as early as possible, I am conscious how 


much after all we have to learn from these easy Germans. 


Brace acknowledged that there was a certain “compensation” for 
this failing: In the United States “a boy is an independent, self- 
reliant man ..., when he is [still] in leading-strings in Germany.” But 
for the most part, that compensation was inadequate, because self- 
reliance alone was no asset at all—unless it was softened by 
unselfish geniality. Otherwise, it would only intensify the 
hollowness of American home life. And that was just what was 
happening in the United States, where the acquisitive spirit was 
destroying family values: 


Materialism—the passion for money-making and excitement, is eating up the 
heart of our people. We are not a happy people; our families are not happy. 
Men look haggard and anxious and weary. We want something more genial 


and social and unselfish amongst us ... 


What was needed was an antidote to raw materialism, and such 
an antidote was provided by the domestic Christmas. “Any family- 
festivals of this kind,” Brace wrote—“anything which will make 
home pleasanter, which will bind children together, and make them 
conscious of a distinct family-life, is most strongly needed.” For 
Brace (as for so many Americans), Christmas was now above all a 
domestic idyll, an opportunity to produce and foster family values 
as an antidote to materialism and selfishness. Once again, Germany 
offered an object lesson for Americans: 


There is something about this German Festival, which one would seldom see 
in our home enjoyments. People do not seem to be enjoying themselves, 


because it is a “duty to be cheerful.” ... They are cheerful, because they 


cannot help it, and because they all love one another. The expression of 
trustfulness through the children of these families ... was very beautiful to see. 
They were all so happy, because they had been making one another happy. 


Christmas in Germany was an occasion of unforced, spontaneous 
mutuality. Brace connected this domestic Christmas with authentic 
religious piety: “Good people are to recognize that there is a religion 
in Christmas feasts, as well as in prayer-meetings; that a father who 
has made his home gloomy, has done quite as great a wrong to his 
children, perhaps, as he who made it irreligious. We want these 
German habits—these birth-day and Christmas festivals—this genial 
family life ...”1 It is difficult to imagine a better definition of what 
modern historians have taken to calling the “religion of 
domesticity.” 


There was more. Brace reported that in Germany such close-knit, 
nurturing families were to be found much further down the social 
ladder than they were in America—indeed, down nearly to the 
bottom of the working class. Like so many Americans of this period, 
Brace saw Germany as the one place in the world where true family 
values had permeated almost the entire society. And the 
consequences were even apparent in public—for example, the 
German working class was far more polite and deferential than its 
American (or English) counterpart. Brace cited a vivid example. He 
had once “asked an English groom for directions in the streets of 
London, and was told in answer, “How the h—11 should I know?” 
An American laborer, he added, would be almost as rude. But in 
Germany things were different: “A German stands—says to you with 
a half bow, ‘Be good enough to take the second street,’ etc., and 
touches his hat as he goes.” (Brace added that such a response might 
“perhaps” be “a little too much” for a Yankee to take, but he added 
that it was still “a very pleasant thing.”) Brace attributed that 
difference to a single point: the lessons in the natural “expression of 
any feeling” that almost all German children learned from their 
families; the kind of feelings that were “laughed at in childhood” by 
the parents of their American counterparts. (Brace added that in the 
United States such feelings were “pruned” away.)2 In other words, 


Brace attributed working-class rudeness in the United States to a 
home life that was “cold, unsocial, disagreeable.” 


In a way, this was what most impressed Brace about the German 
Christmas itself: how far down the social ladder it reached. That was 
just how he introduced his chapter on the German Christmas. The 
Berlin lodging house at which Brace had been staying over the 
holidays was owned by a man who was “hopelessly in debt;” 
nonetheless, Brace watched this man “bringing home an armful of 
presents.” Then there was the local shoemaker, whose family lived 
in the basement of Brace’s lodging house; the family was so poor 
that the children often seemed to go hungry. But, sure enough, 
Brace spotted “through the low window, a green Christmas tree, and 
the children are tying on the bits of candle.” Brace summed up his 
point by asserting that in all of Berlin, “There are not a dozen 
families so poor, as not to have their [Christmas] tree.” 


Brace did not need to add the obvious: Men who celebrated 
Christmas like the Berlin shoemaker who lived in the basement were 
the kind of men who would never talk back to their betters, who 
would never say, “How the h-11 should I know?” They were, on the 
contrary, precisely the kind of men who were likely to answer a 
stranger’s question with a polite half bow and a deferential touch of 
the hat. And they would raise their children to do the same. 


EBENEZER ScroocE AND THE Cratcuits 


There is a very famous fictional family of the mid-nineteenth 
century—and a British family, at that—which resembles that of 
Brace’s real-life shoemaker. It is the Cratchit family, the central 
household in Charles Dickens’s classic 1843 novella A Christmas 
Carol. Too poor to provide adequate medical care for their children 
(the youngest of whom, Tiny Tim, is for that reason a cripple), the 
Cratchits are intensely genial, close-knit, and nurturing—everything 
that Bob Cratchits employer, Ebenezer Scrooge, is not. For Dickens, 
as for Brace, the social warmth of the Cratchit family achieves its 


apotheosis at Christmas. Despite their poverty, the Cratchits have a 
merry time of it. And their merriment is a celebration of domesticity 
itself. What Brace wrote of German families at Christmas makes for 
an apt summary of the scene Dickens paints. The Cratchits’joy has 
nothing to do with a “duty to be cheerful.” Rather, “they are 
cheerful, because they cannot help it, and because they all love one 
another.” They are “happy, because they had been making one 
another happy.” 


There is another characteristic of what Brace considered to be 
“German” culture that applies to the Cratchits. They are polite and 
well-mannered to their superiors, even in the face of incessant 
provocation (in their case, provocation by Ebenezer Scrooge). It is 
impossible to imagine Bob Cratchit snarling to Scrooge, “How the h- 
11 should I know?” Even in private, at the family’s Christmas 
dinner, Bob Cratchit refuses to say a mean word about his employer. 


To be sure, the Cratchits are fictional creations. But as social 
types, even though they are surely exaggerated, they are not 
altogether unreal. To begin with, they are not really members of the 
British working class. Every bit as much as Braces shoemaker, they 
are integrated into the larger society. (The shoemaker was an 
independent artisan, and he lived in a respectable neighborhood, in 
the same boardinghouse as Brace himself.) The actual working 
classes of mid-nineteenth-century Britain (and America) were 
composed chiefly of industrial laborers—men and women who 
worked in textile mills or coal mines. But Ebenezer Scrooge was 
apparently not an industrial capitalist, but rather a merchant. (We 
learn almost nothing about the nature of Scrooge’s line of work, 
except that he owns a warehouse.) Nor was Bob Cratchit an 
industrial laborer; he was a clerk. He worked not on an assembly 
line but in an office, an office of his own (however ill heated it may 
have been in the winter). Indeed, as far as we can tell, Cratchit was 
Scrooge’s only employee, and a trusted one at that. In modern 
parlance, he was (albeit barely) a white-collar worker, more like a 
bank teller than a coal miner or a mill operative. However badly 
Cratchit was treated by Scrooge, he was not apt to be laid off in 


hard times, as many industrial workers would have been. And 
however badly Scrooge treated Cratchit, the two men maintained a 
close working relationship (Cratchit’s office was located right next 
to Scrooge’s). Again, this stands in sharp contrast to the conditions 
of most industrial workers, whose employers would not even have 
been able to identify them, by either name or face. 


Cratchit is literate, too (indeed, that is one of the requirements of 
his job), and so is at least one of his sons. One reason for the literacy 
may be that Cratchit’s wife and their children all stay at home; 
unlike their counterparts in most working-class families of the time, 
they do not labor for wages to help support the family. Cratchit 
exhibits none of the behavior that respectable people of the time 
associated with working-class culture: He does not drink to excess, 
he does not spend all his wages on payday; he is not (we must 
assume) sexually promiscuous. In modern parlance, he is the head 
of a stable, child-centered family. All this is not to deny that Bob 
Cratchit is an exploited worker, but only to observe that he is hardly 
a realistic symbol of the industrial proletariat. It would be more 
accurate to identify him (in nineteenth-century terms) as a man who 
is struggling to become part of the respectable—and respectful— 
petite bourgeoisie. 


A Christmas Carol is often read today (and it was often read in the 
nineteenth century) as if it painted a vivid picture of alienated class 
relations in the period of the Industrial Revolution, and as if it 
evoked ways of bridging the vast gulf that had emerged between the 
top and bottom strata of society—through the kind of fellow feeling 
that Ebenezer Scrooge comes to experience after his conversion. But 
that is not the case. The vast and depressing face of the Industrial 
Revolution scarcely appears in this book. The poor themselves never 
make any demands of Scrooge, and for that matter he never 
encounters them. (We never see him approached by a beggar, for 
example.) In fact, the only contact Scrooge has with the poor is in 
his vision—a dream, as it turns out, that unfolds in the safety of his 
own bed. And even in that dream, none of the poor ever curse or 
threaten him. The most horrible vision Scrooge has—a vision 


evoked by the Ghost of Christmas Future—is the indifference 
expressed by his business acquaintances when they learn of his 
death.4 


In other books Dickens addressed other kinds of social 
relationships: the gap between bourgeois and proletarian in Hard 
Times, for example, or the inadequacy of institutionalized charity in 
Oliver Twist. What A Christmas Carol deals with, in a practical way, 
is something less vast but in its own way equally troubling. In A 
Christmas Carol Dickens addressed not the great social divisions 
among classes estranged from one another by wealth, distance, and 
occupation but the daily, intimate class differences among people 
who were much closer to one another on the social scale. 


For if Bob Cratchit is not a member if the industrial working class, 
neither is Ebenezer Scrooge an upper-class industrial capitalist. This 
is true in a purely economic sense, since Scrooge seems to be a 
merchant and not an industrialist. And it is also true in a behavioral 
sense. In terms of his own lowly origins (he began as an apprentice 
to Old Fezziwig) and also his adult behavior, Scrooge, too, is 
essentially a member of the petite bourgeoisie, a self-made man who 
has spent his life striving hard (and at the cost of all human 
relationships, whether public or private) to attain a sense of 
security. He is a man who has not managed to grasp the point that 
such mighty striving is no longer required of him. No matter how 
wealthy he may be, Scrooge is not really a rich man; it might be 
more accurate to describe him as a poor man who has a lot of 
money. 


That is, until the end of the book. Whatever else Scrooge’s 
conversion represents, it also marks his realization that he has 
“made it,” after all—that he can finally afford to ease up on himself 
and others. Considered sociologically, Scrooge’s conversion may 
mark his entry into the easy culture of the upper-middle-class world, 
a world for which he has previously been eligible only in an 
economic sense, but which his temperament has heretofore barred 
him from joining. In the more contemporaneous language of Charles 
Loring Brace, Scrooge is finally ready to transform the emotionally 


hollow culture of sheer greed into a more fulfilling culture in which 
everyday activities and relationships are softened by family values. 
From both perspectives, one of the signs of Scrooge’s social rise is 
that he finally accepts his obligation to treat his clerk, Cratchit, in a 
more humane fashion. 


That obligation, however, has its limits, even at Christmas. For 
when, at the very end of the book, Scrooge signifies to the Cratchits 
that he has changed, he does so by giving them a Christmas turkey, 
the largest bird he can find. But he has the turkey sent to the 
Cratchits; he does not deliver it in person—despite what several of 
the movie versions of A Christmas Carol may suggest. Presents, yes, 
but not “presence.” Scrooge is the “founder of the feast,” but he 
does not participate in the Cratchits’ actual Christmas dinner. 
Instead, he chooses to take dinner with his own family—at the 
house of his nephew, Fred. The message was clear: It was enough to 
provide such known employees with a gift. (And while this is surely 
not the point of the book, it is of course evident that even the gift 
amounts to good business practice. For henceforth Scrooge will 
surely be able to count on Bob Cratchit’s heightened loyalty and 
diligence: Cratchit will become an even better employee.) 


In other words, A Christmas Carol addressed the relationship of 
the well-to-do not with the faceless poor but with the poor who 
were personally known and whose predicament might provoke 
pangs of conscience. It offered a perspective on how to deal with 
people who neither belonged to one’s own family or social circle nor 
were members of the anonymous proletariat. This was a real 
problem in a society where Christmas rituals were becoming 
domesticated and class differences themselves were being reshaped. 
Scrooge was not a country squire; Cratchit was not his tenant or 
apprentice. Maybe, had either been the case, each would have 
known just what to do at Christmas (and, of course, there would 
have been no story). But the creation, in England and America, of 
vast armies of middle-class people and wage earners produced a 
new type of society in which the old rituals of inversion and misrule 
no longer made much sense. 


Indeed, the relationship between the youthful Scrooge and his 
master, Old Fezziwig, had been a paternalist one, a relationship of 
patron and client. Scrooge was Fezziwig’s apprentice, not his 
employee. Indeed, Fezziwig held an old-time Christmas, too, 
attended by an array of his dependents. But as Dickens himself well 
knew, that was in an earlier age, in a precapitalist culture. Cratchit 
could never have been Scrooge’s apprentice. The economic system 
had changed, and with it the social relationships between patron 
and client. (In a still later age, employers might re-create Old 
Fezziwig’s Christmas in the form of an office party—but the 
employees’ families would not participate in that.) The fact that 
Scrooge did not share a meal with the Cratchits makes the point: 
The rituals were changing. What Dickens showed his readers was 
how to navigate the ritual waters of the Christmas season so as to 
avoid the dual shoals of the guilt that might stem from not giving at 
all across class lines and the messiness (not to say futility) that 
would result from giving to every beggar who walked the streets or 
knocked on one’s door. 


Still, and for all that, there is something elusive about A Christmas 
Carol. Its message has proven malleable, subject to different 
readings. During the century and a half since its publication in 
1843, progressive liberals have claimed this book as a plea to 
ameliorate the evils of industrial capitalism. And free-enterprise 
conservatives have been equally able to claim it for their own. Thus 
the New York Times in 1893, in the depths of a very severe 
depression, used A Christmas Carol to make the point that private 
charitable resources were sufficient to relieve pressing want, and the 
commitment of the city’s most wealthy citizens to do so was strong: 
“TA]t no time in the history of the city has private helpfulness come 
more eagerly cr more prodigally to the reinforcement of good public 
deeds.” Philanthropically minded employers had “plunged into the 
fray with all the noble ardor of all the benevolent philanthropists 
ever fabled by Charles Dickens,” performing “prodigies of kindness” 
reminiscent of a “recreated and rejuvenated Scrooge.” For the Times, 


the message was clear: “Who ... shall dare to say hereafter that 
corporations have no souls ...?”5 


That editorial was based on a plausible reading of A Christmas 
Carol. But it was equally plausible to read the book as an attack on 
capitalism. The elusiveness of A Christmas Carol may in part be what 
has allowed it to become an enduring literary classic—or, actually, 
more than a classic, for this book has entered a legendary realm 
beyond the category of literature itself. The name Scrooge has 
entered the language as a generic descriptive, and his story has 
become part of the common lore of the English-speaking world. 


On THE Evus OF InpiscRIMINATE Givinc 


A Christmas Carol does deal, briefly, with larger questions of wealth 
and poverty, first at the very beginning of the book and once again 
at the very end. Scrooge is approached at the start by a pair of men 
who visit his office to solicit a cash donation to help the destitute. 
These men represent an unnamed charitable agency, and their own 
social status is clear: They are “gentlemen” (meaning that they are 
of a class above that to which Scrooge himself belongs). Scrooge, of 
course, turns these gentlemen down, in the famous exchange in 
which he retorts that there are prisons and workhouses to house the 
destitute, and that he is paying taxes to support these. Then, at the 
end of the book, after his conversion, Scrooge sees these same two 
gentlemen on the street, and he approaches them and proceeds to 
offer the contribution he had earlier refused. (We never learn how 
large a contribution, since Scrooge whispers the sum in their ear. All 
we know is that the charitable gentlemen are delighted.) 


In that sense, Scrooge’s conversion also has to do with his new 
ability to make a distinction between the different kinds of 
Christmas obligations he owes to different kinds of people. To 
members of his family he owes face-to-face participation, and (as we 
have seen) to the known poor with whom he deals regularly, he 
must send a present. But his debt to the unknown poor, the faceless 


suffering poor of industrial society, can be paid at a greater 
distance, by offering a donation to a private charitable agency; and 
the agency itself will provide the poor with “meat and drink, and 
means of warmth.” Scrooge’s conversion entails his ability to create 
a new categorical distinction. If the reborn Scrooge were 
approached by a beggar on the street, or at his door, he could now 
respond with a clear conscience by saying, in effect, I gave at the 
office. 

By the 1840s, Christmas giving was beginning to be polarized into 
just those two different activities. Gifts for one’s own family and 
friends now took the form of “presents,” while gifts that were given 
to the needy took the form of “charity.” There were important 
differences between the two. The gifts given to family and friends 
consisted of luxury items, ordinarily purchased by the givers and 
presented directly to their recipients, either face-to-face or 
accompanied by a personal note. The gifts given to the faceless poor 
consisted mostly of necessities, which were ordinarily purchased 
and distributed not by the givers but by a charitable organization, 
which mediated between the other parties and eliminated the need 
for any direct contact between donor and recipient. 


It had not always been that way. Before the era of the domestic 
and commercial Christmas in the nineteenth century, as we have 
seen, “presents” and “charity” were one and the same, and they 
were given to the same people—directly and face-to-face. Indeed, on 
a small scale such rituals persisted well into the nineteenth century 
(and beyond). For example, in 1837 the Lenox, Massachusetts, 
branch of the Sedgwick family held just such an event. It was 
centered, interestingly enough, around a Christmas tree—the first 
such tree that any member of the Sedgwick family had ever erected. 
Joining the children around this tree, in the parlor of Charles 
Sedgwicks house, was a group of the family’s local dependents who 
had been “collected” (the word used by Susan Ridley Sedgwick, 
Charles’ sister-in-law, who described the scene in a private letter to 
her husband). Among the dependents, Susan Sedgwick reported, 
were “several of Charles’ poor pensioners, several blacks, and 


among others the deaf & dumb lad, whom you may remember to 
have applied for, to get him in at Hartford [i.e., a School for the 
Deaf and Dumb].” The lad “looked perfectly delighted,” Susan 
Sedgwick noted, and she went on to report with pride that a little 
black girl named Josey (a crippled child, apparently) joined in 
dancing around the Christmas tree, “turning round &c round, now 
assisted by one, & now by another of the children—all fear of 
amalgamation [i.e., race mixing] entirely forgotten.” “It was really 
quite affecting to witness [Susan Sedgwick insisted] so much 
happiness, so diffused, and yet created from such simple 
materials....”6 


But that kind of ritual was becoming increasingly difficult to carry 
off. Lenox, Massachusetts, represented a vestigial pocket of rural 
paternalism—a self-conscious pocket, at that—and the Sedgwicks 
were both willing and able to play the role of gracious squires to 
their poor “pensioners.” In the urban areas of the nation, especially, 
such gestures were much more difficult to bring off. The urban poor 
were now living in separate neighborhoods, and (except for 
domestics and menials) they had little occasion for personal contact 
with the well-to-do. And when such contacts did take place, 
especially at Christmas, they were likely to take an awkward or 
even hostile form, mixed perhaps with a bit of mockery, and the 
whole exchange lubricated with alcohol. 


Still, the distinction between presents and charity was new, and it 
should not be surprising that it required a good deal of 
reinforcement. During the middle decades of the nineteenth century, 
the press, the economic elite, and even those who were most deeply 
concerned with helping the poor, all pressed the notion that 
organized charities provided the most appropriate means of assisting 
the poor. 


Horace Greeley, for example, reminded his New York Tribune 
readers in 1843 that “enough was expended on this festival uselessly 
... which would, if rightfully appropriated, have set in operation the 
means of ultimately banishing Pauperism and its attendant miseries 
from the land.”” Rightfully appropriated was the operative phrase 


here: Money should be offered to the poor through organized 
charities rather than through what was now being universally 
attacked with a dismissive phrase: “indiscriminate giving.” Greeley 
was especially critical of what had become the dominant form of 
face-to-face charity—begging on the streets. One Tribune Christmas 
editorial opened with the blunt heading “po not aive To streer BEGcaRs,” 
and went on to dismiss that practice in no uncertain terms: 
“Whenever you see one of these City pests approaching, button up 
both pockets....”8 Another editorial (this one from a depression 
year) explained that “the evil of street-begging” would inevitably 
increase as a result of the hardness of the times. “Impostors will 
abound more than ever,” for example. But buttoning up one’s 
pockets was psychologically difficult: “he who rejects a petition for 
the needs of a night’s lodging or a meal may have his own warm 
rest disturbed by the reasonable apprehension that fearful exposure 
and distress have resulted from his prudence.” 


On this occasion the Tribune handed out meal tickets instead of 
cash to beggars. But making contributions to organized charity 
offered a more effective solution. It would obviate the need for face- 
to-face encounters along with the danger of fraud, and it would be 
far more efficient. The Tribune pleaded with its readers to send their 
donations to one of the charity organizations, because “that way of 
helping the poor” might not be perfect, but “it is more effectual and 
humane than any other yet adopted.”!° Or, as the same paper put it 
in still another Christmas editorial: “Let us give not merely as cases 
of destitution may present themselves, but through the regularly 
organized channels for the dispensation of social charity wherewith 
our own and most other cities are blessed....”11 


If the middle-class press criticized “indiscriminate giving,” it also 
generally attacked another alternative to private charities: 
governmental support for the poor through programs of public 
assistance or public works. Many workingmen themselves called for 
just such programs, especially during years of severe depression— 
the kind of devastating depression that regularly shook the new 
capitalist economy. When the times were hard, many employers 


simply laid their workers off—and there was no unemployment 
insurance to see them through. In one depression year, 1854, a large 
group of unemployed New York workers held a meeting on 
Christmas Day, forming themselves as the “Mechanics’ and Working- 
men’s Aid Association.” The assembled workers passed a resolution 
that demanded that tenants “shall not be turned out of their homes 
by avaricious landlords” and called for what amounted to a rent 
strike by appointing a “vigilant committee” to oversee the response. 
The city had made a special $10,000 appropriation for the poor, and 
the workers demanded that some of those funds be given directly to 
the association itself. One speaker denounced the municipal soup 
kitchens as “haughty and contemptuous” (and added that they 
served watery soup). Another speaker called for public-works 
programs instead of soup kitchens. A third demanded that the city 
itself subsidize up to 50 percent of rent payments for the 
unemployed.!2 


The newly established New York Times responded to the situation 
by acknowledging that “these were hard times” and expressing 
special sympathy for the fact that “men are poor this winter who 
were never poor before.” (This was as much as to say that such men 
were more worthy of sympathy than those who had always been 
poor.) In passing, the Times even proposed paternalist gestures on 
the part of those employers who could afford it: “retaining their 
workmen, though they are not profitable.” But the editorial reserved 
the bulk of its space to stress the superiority of giving through such 
established institutions as the churches and the newly formed 
Children’s Aid Society. This was presented in the name of simple 
efficiency. Money contributed to such organizations “will ‘find’ 
where the misery is.” Such institutions have well-established 
“channels” and employ “effectual and discriminating” techniques; 
they have at their disposal well-tooled “machinery” to make sure 
that each individual dollar “reaches tomorrow the very family that 
is famishing to-day for lack of it.” Implicitly, the paper argued that 
any contribution not mediated by those organizations was nothing 
but a form of indiscriminate giving. “If a man has money, and does 


not know how he can make the most of it, let him step into the 
offices of any of those excellent institutions, in whose hands, if you 
place a dollar, you do what, individually, you could not make five 
dollars do.”!3 


A decade later, the same newspaper actually argued that this kind 
of charity was little more than a continuation of the long-standing 
tradition of Christmas generosity on the part of the British gentry 
and nobility. In the previous century, the argument went, “[n]o 
hungry faces were allowed to be seen around the barons hall, or the 
monk’s open doors, or the citizens gate.” That tradition was being 
maintained into the present with hardly a hitch: “Modern times 
have continued this pleasant custom of benefaction. Yesterday, we 
doubt not, the faces of thousands of the poor were made happy with 
the good fare provided by the generosity of the charitable.... The 
bounty of others ... heaped the tables of the outcast with good 
things.” But in fact it was only to the work of charitable institutions 
that the paper was referring—to “the missions, the industrial 
schools, the lodging-houses for homeless boys and girls, [and] the 
almshouses and asylums and refuges.” And the editorial concluded 
by giving its readers the now-standard advice: Those good-hearted 
individuals “who fear to do as much injury as good by their 
indiscriminate charities, should seek out the great public almoners, 
our benevolent societies, who have reduced charity almost to a 
science, and probably seldom err on the side of too much 
generosity.”!4 


As matters grew worse during the following decades, and workers 
responded by attempting to unionize, the press became even more 
insistent that private benevolence was far superior to either 
indiscriminate giving or public assistance. At Christmas in 1893 
several local unions were out on strike. But the New York Times 
responded with a warning that it acknowledged might seem 
“strange” to its readers: “Strange as it may sound, there is danger of 
overdoing the charitable relief business, or at least of misdoing it, if 
it is not put under concentrated, intelligent, and judicious 
direction.” 


But there is need of great discretion in organizing and directing agencies for 
the relief of the poor in times like these. More than ever is it important that 
this work should be done intelligently and judiciously. Lavish and 
indiscriminate giving to applicants, however vouched for, will result in 
waste.... Worst of all, it will encourage and embolden beggary and attract 


worthless vagrants from all quarters. 


The editorial decried the use of public moneys to ease the situation, 
insisting that “organized arrangements for distributing this 
superfluity among the needy through private benevolence are much 
better than efforts to use public authority and public funds for the 
relief of the poor or the unemployed.”!5 What the editorial did not 
mention, though it would have been clear to any reader who also 
followed the labor columns of the same paper, was that not one of 
the established charitable organizations was willing to provide 
assistance to workers who were out on strike.16 


Cuartes Lorinc Brace, Newssoys, AND THE Crumpren’s Ain Society 


As late as the early 1850s, the major charitable institutions in cities 
like New York were of two sorts: either municipal agencies (such as 
the almshouse and the workhouse for adults, and the city nursery 
for children) or arms of the city’s churches, which established 
“missions” to the urban poor (there were seventy-six of these 
missions operating in 1865). These institutions did not disappear, 
but during the 1850s they were supplemented by a new set of 
private philanthropic organizations dedicated exclusively to serving 
impoverished groups. At the same time, several church missions 
became quasi-autonomous operations. One of the first and most 
famous of these was the Five Points Mission, founded in 1852 by the 
Ladies’ Home Missionary Society, a Methodist group, and located in 
one of the city’s most blighted and dangerous areas (the Five Points 
was the site of a notorious gang war in 1857). Together with a 
similar agency, the Five Points House of Industry, founded in 1853, 
these missions offered charitable relief to neighborhood families and 


provided children with classes that taught them industrial or 
domestic skills.17 


Increasingly, these organizations came to focus their energies on a 
single group within the neighborhood they served: impoverished 
children. And very soon, organizations began to emerge that were 
devoted exclusively to children. The most effective (and aggressive) 
of these agencies—and probably, within a decade or two, the single 
largest and best-known charitable organization in the United States 
—was the Children’s Aid Society, established in 1853 under the 
guiding influence of the young reformer Charles Loring Brace. 


Brace came to the C.A.S. from the Five Points Mission, where he 
had worked in 1852, during the year that followed his visit to 
Germany. It was the end point of an eight-year period that Brace 
spent in seeking a clear vocation for himself. Born in 1826 in 
Litchfield, Connecticut, of old New England stock (his father later 
became principal of the Hartford Female Seminary, where Catharine 
and Harriet Beecher served as teachers), Brace graduated from Yale 
in 1846 and returned there a year later to study theology. Ambitious 
to make his way in a more cosmopolitan setting, he also studied at 
the Union Theological Seminary in New York. But he began to 
harbor sympathies for abolitionists and other reformers (including 
the European radicals who were leading the revolutionary 
movements of 1848). Late in 1849 Brace visited New York’s 
municipal facilities on Blackwells Island, where he preached to the 
poor in the almshouse and met with prisoners and ill prostitutes. It 
was like a conversion experience: “I never had my whole nature so 
stirred up within me,” he reported, “as at what met my eyes in those 
hospital wards.”18 


Early the next year Brace embarked on the European visit that 
brought him to Berlin in November, ostensibly to continue his 
theological studies. (It was in Berlin, a month after his arrival, that 
he witnessed the German Christmas celebration he would later write 
about.) But his sympathy for the oppressed was very much alive, 
and while touring Hungary in the spring of 1851 he was actually 
imprisoned for a month on charges of aiding the Hungarian 


nationalist revolutionaries led by Lajos Kossuth. Brace returned to 
New York after being released (through the efforts of the U.S. 
minister) and wrote a book about his experiences. But now he had 
finally determined what he wished to do with his life: He would 
dedicate himself to working for the poor. In that way he would be 
able to combine his religious commitment and training with his 
progressive secular politics. In 1852 Brace began working for the 
recently founded Five Points Mission but left the next year in order 
to establish the Children’s Aid Society, the institution with which he 
remained associated for the remaining thirty-three years of his life. 
As the executive secretary of the C.A.S., Brace was an early 
representative of an emerging social type in American history (and 
also a new group in the history of Christmas patronage)—the 
salaried managerial class. 


As a matter of pragmatic principle, the Children’s Aid Society 
devoted its work exclusively to young people. Brace had come to the 
firm conclusion that targeting adults was virtually useless—“like 
pouring water through a sieve,” as he once put it. All too often, 
adults wasted charitable relief on alcohol or worse. Moreover, 
whatever assistance they received (and on this point Brace’s ideas 
resemble that of many modern conservatives) only created a sense 
of dependency that further ensured their ongoing pauperization. 
Brace was persuaded that the only “hopeful field” was among “the 
young.” If one worked exclusively with children, he believed, “crime 
might possibly be checked in its very beginnings, and the seed of 
future good character and order and virtue be widely sown.”!9 


Brace carried this principle very far. He decided not only that 
adults could not be part of the solution to the problem of poverty 
but also that they constituted the immediate source of the problem. 
It was, ironically, the family life of New York’s poor population that 
was destroying the character of its children. Brace had long been 
deeply aware, as Home-Life in Germany revealed, of the power of 
family life to mold the character of children, for better or for worse. 
(Indeed, he was so sensitive to the family’s influence that, as we 
have seen, he even felt that middle-class American families were 


failing to offer the genial, nurturing environment necessary to 
develop healthy adults.) But the families of the poor were worse 
than inadequate—they were, as Brace put it, actual “poison” for 
their own children. 


Brace argued that this was true of mothers as well as fathers. In 
making such an argument he was confronting the heart of the 
reigning domestic ideology—the belief that all mothers could be 
counted on, by their very natures, to nurture their children through 
thick and thin. Brace was prepared to attack this belief almost head- 
on. At Christmas, 1855, he published in several New York 
newspapers a plea for charity that consisted of several little “Scenes 
for Christmas.” One of these scenes pictured a proud and respectable 
young mother who had been reduced to poverty by a combination 
of hard times and her husband’s drinking. That was a familiar 
nineteenth-century scenario. But Brace went further. He argued that 
the young mother had lost her self-respect; she had even lost “the 
last thing a woman of her former [respectable] habits loses—the 
pride in neat appearance.” (And he added: “If she could but see it, it 
is just such dowdiness which sends the husband to the dram-shop 
instead of home.”) Brace concluded that it would be of little avail to 
offer assistance to this pathetic woman: “The husband will probably 
die a drunkard; [and] the young wife, who had left comfort and 
home for his poverty, will either kill herself or perish of a broken- 
heart.” But then there were the children: “There is the hope. Who 
will aid us in doing something for them?” 


Brace used such accounts to make a radical argument: It was not 
enough to help the children—they actually had to be separated, 
permanently so, from their parents. In another of his 1855 
“Christmas Scenes” (this one titled “The Cold Home”), Brace 
contrasted a pair of “tidy, sweet children” with their chilly mother 
and her “cheerless” house. He had tried to persuade the mother to 
let the girls attend an industrial school (offering to provide them 
with clothing if they would do so), and he promised “that the boy 
should find a home if he would come to our office.” Brace was 
adamant: “[T] hough for her pure young children too much could 


hardly be done, in such a woman [herself] there is hardly any 
confidence to be put.” And he confidently generalized from this 
woman’s case: “In nine cases out of ten, it is probable, some cursed 
vice has thus reduced her, and that, if her children be not separated 
from her, she will drag them down, too.”2° 


Charles Loring Brace. This woodcut was taken from a picture made 
late in Brace’s life. (Courtesy of the Fine Arts Library, Harvard College 
Library) 


So Brace devised a new scheme. It involved persuading parents to 
send their children to the Children’s Aid Society (or persuading the 
children themselves to go there)—in order to ship them out of the 
city altogether, to new homes in the American West, in villages with 
stable families, ample opportunities for employment, and the kind of 
individualistic ethos that would offer the boys fertile soil to develop 
their competitive tendencies into socially productive channels. 
(“Manless land for landless men” was a slogan of the movement.) In 
its first four decades the “placing out” scheme—it would later be 
dubbed the “orphan train” program—managed to transport some 


90,000 boys to new homes and lives in the West.2! And it helped 
bring international renown to Charles Loring Brace. 


In opting for this strategy, Brace had come to embrace the 
qualities of competitiveness and self-reliance that he sensed in many 
of New York’s poor children, children who had been thrown on their 
own devices. He saw such behavior as a sign of potential ambition 
that, healthfully channeled, could transform bad habits into 
productive ones. Even in Home-Life in Germany, Brace had 
acknowledged that self-reliance was a virtue (in America “a boy is 
an independent, self-reliant man ..., when he is [still] in leading- 
strings in Germany”). But in that book he had seen self-reliance only 
as a “compensation” (and a partial one, at that) for the absence of 
strong family ties between American children and their parents. 
Now, as secretary of the Children’s Aid Society, Brace paid more 
attention to encouraging self-reliance than to fostering family ties. 
Knowing that many of New York’s poor children could be enticed 
with relative ease to leave home, Brace put to practical use what he 
had previously lamented as the weakness of family ties among 
American youths. He reported in just those terms the mood among a 
group of boys leaving New York for the West in 1855: “All seemed 
as careless at leaving home forever, as if they were on ... [an] 
excursion to Hoboken.” Life in the labor-starved, Protestant- 
dominated West, he argued, would be likely to transform a “rough, 
thieving New York vagrant” into an “honest, hardworking Western 
pioneer.”22 According to the historian Paul Boyer, Brace did not 
systematically track the later careers of the orphan-train riders: He 
“showed little interest in determining whether the boys he sent West 
actually became settled members of their communities; it was 
enough that they were ‘being absorbed into that active, busy 
population.’”23 


But it would be a mistake to think that this complex man had 
turned into a simple apologist for the spirit of free enterprise. 
Despite his enduring admiration for the independent human spirit, 
Charles Loring Brace never lost the deep distrust of nineteenth- 
century capitalism that informed Home-Life in Germany. At the very 


height of the Gilded Age, in 1882, he published a work of theology 
that attempted to trace the changing role of Christianity in human 
history. In that book, Gesta Christi, Brace noted tentatively that the 
New Testament itself was permeated by a “certain tone” that was, 
“if not ofcommunism/at least in favor of greater distribution of 
wealth than would suit modern ideas.” Jesus and the apostles 
“almost denounce the rich,” he wrote, and “their sympathies are 
strongly with the working classes; they urge continually the 
diffusion of property, in whatever way would benefit the world.” At 
another point in the same book Brace insisted that there was “in 
many of the aspirations and aims of communism, a certain marked 
sympathy or harmony with the ideals of Christianity.” But he was 
also quick to add that “[n]othing, however, in Christ’s teachings 
tends towards any forcible interfering with rights of property, or 
encourages dependence on others.” As that final clause suggests, 
Jesus might be a socialist, but Brace would not relinquish the idea 
that he was also a man of self-reliance! Here as clearly as anywhere 
in his writings may be found a clue to the coherent philosophy that 
Brace never quite managed to articulate.24 


Bur rr was not philosophy that earned Brace the respect of the 
philanthropic community, in any case. It was his practical 
organizational skills which did that, and his ability to deal 
effectively with poor children themselves. Those interpersonal skills 
came increasingly to the fore over the years. From the beginning, 
the Children’s Aid Society did not restrict itself to sending children 
West, and by the 1860s it was becoming clear that the supply of 
street children in New York far exceeded the demand for their labor 
on the farm.25 So the C.A.S. came increasingly to focus its efforts on 
the industrial schools and lodging houses it had established in the 
city. The first and most successful of these local establishments—the 
one that captured the attention of the public, and became Braces 
personal pride and joy—was a lodging house designated specifically 
for a single subset of poor children: the city’s newsboys. 


We have encountered newsboys before, during the 1840s, shortly 
after they came into existence as a result of the development of an 
urban “penny press” (see Chapter 3). Often homeless, they eked out 
their subsistence by hawking afternoon newspapers and “extra” 
editions on the streets of the city. By the 1850s newsboys 
constituted a familiar and sometimes aggressive segment of the 
urban population, and they were notorious for their streetwise 
impertinence and for the racket they made at their beloved theater. 
Charles Loring Brace referred to them as “a fighting, gambling set.” 
Consisting largely of immigrant Irish Catholics, the newsboys seem 
to have spoken in an argot of their own, and they were usually 
known only by nicknames—“Pickle Nose,” “Fat Jack,” Mickety,” 
“Round Hearts,” “No-Nothing Mike,” “O’Neill the Great,” 
“Wandering Jew,” even (in one case) “Horace Greeley.”2° 


The Newsboys’ Lodging House that Brace set up in 1854 provided 
many of these boys with a stable household. By 1867 the Children’s 
Aid Society was operating five such lodging houses in poor districts 
of New York, one of which was located at the corner of West 
Twenty-fourth Street and Eighth Avenue, just at the edge of the 
former Chelsea estate owned by Clement Clarke Moore!27 The 
newsboys became a source of special pleasure for Charles Loring 
Brace. Working with them became for him a secular version of the 
ministry to which he had originally intended to devote himself. 
From time to time Brace even delivered brief sermons to his 
charges, nonsectarian sermons that avoided any effort to lure the 
always-suspicious “newsies” away from their Catholic heritage. (He 
delivered one of these sermons at Christmas, emphasizing Jesus’ 
humble birth and upbringing “among common laboring people” and 
the fact that his own chosen ministry was to “the great masses of 
mankind—the poor laboring people—just such as you are, boys.” 
And in another sermon Brace called Jesus “the working-man’s 
friend.”)28 

Guided by what was probably a combination of private 
admiration and pragmatic tactics, Brace dealt with these newsboys 
without sentimentality, without pretending that they embodied 


purity or selflessness. He came to relish what he saw as the 
independence, competitiveness, and signs of ambition that 
characterized the culture of newsboys, even the aggressive edge 
they displayed, and he worked to encourage those attributes. 
Whatever else they were, newsboys were by definition not beggars 
—they worked for their own support. The most successful among 
them earned as much as $3 a day and sometimes even more.29 (The 
aspiring young author Horatio Alger spent several months in 
residence at the original Newsboys’ Lodging House, and he based 
several of his novels on that experience.) 


Brace retained, at the same time, his earlier sense that the 
newsboys needed to grow up in an environment that was genial and 
cheerful, and he tried with considerable success to make every 
Newsboys’ Lodging House into just such an environment. Brace was 
skillful in dealing with newsboys on their own terms, and he made 
sure he hired a flexible and well-trained staff. Indeed Brace, along 
with many others, admired the newsboys’ independent spirit, their 
solidarity, and their internal code of honor. As one scholar has put 
it, “Newsboys inhabited a twilight realm somewhere between 
desperate poverty and democratic manhood.”3° Brace knew better 
than to patronize the newsies, and he even took pleasure in 
watching them ridicule any visiting speakers who did. The lodging 
houses were characterized, as Paul Boyer has put it, by “the 
prevailing high spirits, the street slang, and the boisterous shouts of 
tough little gamins totally unin-timidated by the surroundings of a 
benevolent institution.”3! Such geniality satisfied Brace’s own deep 
craving for the unforced social warmth he had first encountered in 
Germany at Christmastime. 


So ir may be no coincidence that the high point of the year at every 
Newsboys’ Lodging House was the annual Christmas dinner. Those 
dinners became a regular institution during the last four decades of 
the nineteenth century and were reported with relish in the press. 
(Between 1870 or so and the early 1900s, the annual dinners at the 


original Lodging House were regularly arranged and paid for by a 
wealthy New York businessman named William Fliess. Other 
prominent New Yorkers often agreed to host dinners at the other 
lodging houses. Theodore Roosevelt did so, for example, every year 
from 1870 to 1873, and on at least one of those occasions the future 
president presented a $25 cash prize to a newsboy who had 
submitted the best essay in a writing competition. )32 


Year after year, New Yorkers read about the gusto and speed with 
which the newsboys consumed the food placed before them. As one 
report put it, “Dyspeptics who cannot enjoy the eating of a good 
Christmas dinner ought to make it a point to go to the Newsboys’ 
Lodging House ... at 7 o’clock in the evening of Christmas Day and 
see the newsboys eat.” Such accounts sometimes recorded exactly 
how much the boys consumed—in one year, when 450 boys were 
fed, it amounted to “670 pounds of turkey, 200 pounds of ham, 3 
barrels of potatoes, 3 barrels of turnips, 200 loaves of bread, and 
350 pies.” The reporter calculated this with mock precision as 
coming to “one-twenty-fifth of their own weight.”33 (Only once, in 
1888, have I found an acknowledgment that something more serious 
may also have been at stake for the boys: Their “stomachs [were] 
small with chronic hunger.”) The Christmas dinners were often 
described in military terms, as in 1888, when the story was headed 
“NEwspoys wiLL BE FED. They Battle with a Dinner and Win a Great 


Victory.” Or in 1890: «tHE NEwssoys’ ANNUAL TRIUMPH OVER TURKEY AND PIE.” 


The press accounts took equal delight in reporting the newsboys’ 
raucous behavior on such occasions—their expertise in “cutting such 
capers ... as only street arabs know.” But these high jinks seem 
never to have gotten out of hand, in part because of the skill with 
which the lodging-house staff arranged matters, including even the 
placement of the tables: 


[C]are is taken to have every seat at every table accessible [to adults], so that 
in case any newsboy becomes intoxicated by the lavish display of viands, and 


forgets how he should behave while at a banquet, he may be reached before 


he has filled the eyes of more than two of his neighbors with pie. The wisdom 


of this provision has been shown time and time again.°4 


All in all, such scenes can be seen as the inventive fulfillment, in a 
very different set of circumstances, of the very Christmas fantasy 
that Charles Loring Brace had first described in Home-Life in 
Germany—a scene of genuine, spontaneous cheer in which people 
did not “seem to be enjoying themselves, because it is a ‘duty to be 
cheerful,” but simply “because they cannot help it.” 


Tue Patient Poor 


The Children’s Aid Society was a great success by nineteenth- 
century standards. By the end of the century, sister organizations 
had been established in Boston, Philadelphia, Baltimore, 
Washington, Cleveland, Chicago, St. Louis, and San Francisco.35 And 
other charitable institutions, too, began to direct much of their 
attention to the children of the poor. 


Pleas for giving charity to poor children reached their height 
during the Christmas season, and they seem to have made for an 
effective fund-raising technique.36 The effectiveness was no 
accident. Almost certainly it stemmed from a powerful convergence 
of older and newer holiday traditions: those older traditions in 
which Christmas was the major occasion in the year for offering 
gifts to the poor and those more recent traditions in which 
Christmas was the major occasion for giving gifts to children. 
Impoverished children embodied simultaneously the core of both 
rituals. Little wonder, then, that those children became the object of 
such attention in mid-nineteenth-century American cities. 


What people may actually have expected of those children was 
problematic. Charles Loring Brace was among the few who seem to 
have been able to accept the rough-edged behavior of the “street 
arabs” with something that approached unadulterated admiration. 
Others persisted in trying to see them in a more romantic light. 


As it happens, newsboys themselves were a source of fascination 
for middle-class Americans in the decades after 1850. There seemed 
to be something almost exotic about them. It was as if people were 
intrigued by their own uncertainty about whether newsboys were 
lost Victorian children waiting to be redeemed or just young 
hoodlums in the making. A fair number of books about newsboys 
appeared in the 1850s and 1860s. One of these, Ragged Dick (1867), 
was written by Horatio Alger, who based the novel on his own 
observations in the original Newsboys’ Lodging House.37 The title 
character of this book is spunky and ambitious, but he is also polite. 


In none of these books, however, is the confusion as clear as it is 
in Elizabeth Oakes Smiths novel The Newsboy (1854). Published in 
the same year that Brace opened the first Newsboys’ Lodging House, 
this otherwise forgettable book offers an extraordinary example of 
authorial ambivalence. The hero of The Newsboy starts out as an 
uncouth homeless urchin who knows nothing about his parents. 
When he is asked who his mother is, he responds almost like little 
Topsy, the incorrigible slave girl in Uncle Tom’s Cabin, a book that 
had been published only two years earlier. The newsboy replies, 
“Got none.” (“Well, your Dad, then?” “Got none.” “Whew! Who 
owns you?” “Nobody.”)38 And the young newsboy uses rough 
language, too. On one occasion he responds to the solicitous 
question of a stranger by yelling, “‘What in h-1 is that to you?” 
(This response is virtually identical to that which Charles Loring 
Brace had received from the English laborer he had similarly 
accosted on the street.) 


But in the course of the novel, without any training or support, 
this boy turns out to be a saintly child. He refuses to try alcohol or 
tobacco (“It’s agin my nater,’” he explains); he disdains to complain 
about his condition; and he befriends and supports—emotionally as 
well as financially—a variety of other outcasts, even becoming a 
surrogate parent to an adult woman. At one point the author is 
actually able to refer to her childish hero as “a miracle of goodness,” 
an instinctively perfect little boy.39 And at the end of the book he 
proves his worth by voluntarily sacrificing any prospect of marrying 


the wealthy girl he loves. If this newsboy begins the novel as a male 
version of Stowe’s Topsy, he ends it as a male version of another 
young character from Uncle Tom’s Cabin—little Eva. Such a child 
hardly resembled the kind of real-life newsboy that Charles Loring 
Brace had to deal with. 


It was with sentimental fantasies such as that of Elizabeth Oakes 
Smith that charitable agencies had to contend, but also to exploit, 
during the second half of the nineteenth century. And on no 
occasion did those fantasies become more pervasive than at 
Christmas. The original model for such fantasies was another 
fictional character, Dickens’s Tiny Tim. This boy is a cripple, but 
spiritually he is a perfect model of humanity, a paragon of patient, 
cheerful selflessness. (He is even more forbearing than his father in 
the face of adversity, and with the added vulnerability of his 
lameness.) In fact, characters like Tiny Tim resemble nothing so 
much as the selfless German children we encountered in Chapter 5, 
the children idealized by Coleridge and Pestalozzi. 


Two Images of Newsboys. The street urchin on the right appeared 
in the 1872 edition of Elizabath Oakes Smith’s novel The Newsboy. 
The appealing little boy on the left was the subject of an 1857 
picture by the New York painter James Henry Cafferty, titled 


“Newsboy Selling New York Herald.” For all the contrast between 
them, the two pictures are essentially mirror images of each other. 
(Both illustrations: Courtesy, Harvard College Library) 


It was fictional children like Tiny Tim—needy children who were 
forbearing and grateful, and sometimes disabled as well—who 
would become the ordinary objects of charity in scores of stories 
and sketches written in the middle of the nineteenth century. A 
Christmas Carol was only the first of a host of stories published over 
the next several decades (and beyond) that evoked the gap between 
rich and poor, and used young children to imagine ways of bridging 
this gap through acts of direct personal generosity at Christmas. One 
such sketch, a nonfiction account published in 1844 (the year after 
A Christmas Carol appeared), sets the scene. Traveling on the ferry 
between New York and Brooklyn, the writer has encountered a 
small girl, palpably impoverished, and is struck by something 
unusual in the girl’s demeanor, something that set her apart from 
“the whining, obtrusive beggars of this large city.” Sitting quietly 
amid the other, more prosperous patrons of the ferry, this child 
signified “poverty that complains not.” Her face conveyed “utter 
hopelessness,” but also a striking “resignation.” The writer was 
drawn to that, and other passengers were, too: “Children crushed to 
the earth with poverty and crime are common in large cities: they 
are painfully numerous. But it is seldom that such quiet, 
uncomplaining little sufferers are met there.”40 


Here was the basis of the familiar, almost stereotypical genre in 
which poor children stand huddled in the cold outside the home of a 
rich family, gazing patiently through the window at the latter’s 
Christmas luxuries. As might be expected, these stories invariably 
deal with a Christmas encounter between someone rich and 
someone poor, an encounter in which the former is touched by both 
the plight and the patience of the latter (generally a child). The 
encounter is marked by a special Christmas gift that leaves both the 
giver and the recipient deeply touched. It is the old exchange of 
gifts for goodwill. 


Again and again, it was the passivity, the uncomplaining 
resignation, of such fictional children in the face of pervasive, 
ambient opulence that rendered them fit objects of direct charity. It 
was because they asked for nothing that they proved themselves 
worthy of receiving something. In one such story a little girl clothed 
in a dress that is faded but “clean” is looking into the window of a 
toy shop on Christmas Eve. But when a prosperous woman standing 
next to her wonders out loud whether the girl “‘wanted something 
she couldn’t get,’” the girl responds in “an unexpectant manner,” 
saying only that the toys were “‘good to look at.’’The prosperous 
woman thereupon offers the poor little girl a gift of $5, and the girl 
proceeds to give the money to her mother. After the prosperous lady 
learns about the girl’s selfless gesture, her own daughter, too, 
decides to pass along some of her surplus Christmas presents. At the 
end, the reader is assured that the poor little girl will “never forget” 
these gifts in times of future hardship.*! 


There is a deeper pattern to some of these stories, and it is a 
revealing one. It has to do with resolving the vexatious public issues 
of class division—issues that were essentially unresolvable within 
any version of the prevailing ideological language—by transforming 
them, under cover of fiction, into issues that are resolvable: private 
issues of family, morality, and forgiveness. I have not found a single 
nineteenth-century Christmas story that deals forthrightly with the 
dynamics of American class relations. 


In the commonest version of this pattern, the poor children turn 
out, at the end, to be related to their benefactors by blood itself. 
Take, for example, a story published in Godeys Lady’s Book in 1858, 
with the title “Christmas for Rich and Poor.” This story was 
accompanied by a two-page illustration showing precisely the now- 
familiar stereotypical scene: the rich family inside on the left side, 
the poor children outside on the right. Any reader of this story 
would have been led to assume that the story dealt with class 
divisions. And indeed, as it happens, the two children are poor, and 
their mother is ill as well. They had been out earlier that evening 
(the story is set on Christmas Eve), attempting to buy a small 


present for their mother in a local shop, and there they had been 
approached by a wealthy older man who overheard their plight (and 
witnessed their selfless demeanor) and immediately invited them to 
visit his house later in the evening so that he could provide them 
with food to take to their sick mother. That they do (once inside the 
house they observe toys “scattered in careless profusion”). But as 
they stand conversing with the rich man’s daughter, waiting for 
their promised basket of food, it transpires that they are actually the 
children of the rich man’s other daughter, his favorite and most 
indulged daughter, a woman who had shamed the family fifteen 
years earlier by eloping (on Christmas Eve, at that) with a man 
whom her father had refused to let her marry. The wayward 
daughter’s husband had soon proved unable to support her decently, 
and after his death she and her two children had fallen into abject 
poverty. All this while her wealthy father had refused to have 
anything to do with her. But now, on this Christmas Eve, he is eager 
to relent. The story ends with a scene of forgiveness and 
reconciliation.42 


In other words, the division of social class that separated the 
“rich” from the “poor” of this story’s title was more apparent than 
real. Not only did these poor children behave like well-trained 
members of respectable society—that is actually what they were. 
The real problem that the wealthy man in the story had to deal with 
was not that of social class but of family dynamics. The cathartic 
gesture he makes at the end is one in which he forgives his 
daughter, after fifteen years of exile, and takes her back into the 
family. Of course, he feels relieved and cleansed by this act, but his 
catharsis, and that of the story’s readers, have little to do with the 
expectations raised by the story’s title and its accompanying 
illustrations.49 


“Christmas for Rich and Poor.” This pair of pictures were printed 
on two opposing pages of Godeys Lady’s Book for December 1858. 
They provided the illustration for the story of the same title. 
(Courtesy, American Antiquarian Society) 


Tue Japep Ricu 


At the same time that Christmas stories appeared about poor 
children who were patient and grateful, other stories were 
appearing that portrayed the jaded responses of more prosperous 
children. By the 1850s, fictional accounts about such jaded rich 
children were becoming commonplace. An 1854 children’s book 
written by Susan Warner, the author of the 1849 best-seller The 
Wide, Wide World, drove this point home. In this book, Carl Krinken: 
His Christmas Stocking, Warner indicated that the presents received 
by the children of the rich made them feel “discontent.” Such well- 
off children were hard to please, Warner wrote; they generally 
“fretted because they had what they did, or because they hadn’t 
what they didn’t have.” The Christmas stocking of a typical rich 
child was stuffed with “candy enough to make the child sick, and 


toys enough to make him unhappy because he didn’t know which to 
play with first....“.Warner added sarcastically: “It was a woful [sic] 
thing if a top was painted the wrong color, or if the mane of a 
rocking-horse was too short, or if his bridle was black leather 
instead of red.”44 Several decades later, no less popular a writer 
than William Dean Howells would write a delightful story about a 
little girl who expresses a wish that Christmas could come every day 
—and who has her wish fulfilled in horrific fashion. After a few 
weeks, the girl and her friends become so sick of receiving 
“disgusting presents” that they begin to throw them out on the 
street unopened, and soon the police began to warn the children “to 
shovel their presents off the sidewalk, or they would arrest them.” 
Before long, the overworked garbage collectors of the city are 
refusing to pick up any more Christmas trash! Eventually, of course, 
the little girl learns her lesson.45 


On a more modest scale there was the story that Harriet Beecher 
Stowe had written in 1850, “Christmas; or, The Good Fairy.” In that 
story (discussed in Chapter 4), Stowe indicated that Christmas 
shopping for one’s own family and friends had become difficult, 
since such prosperous folk were “sick, and sated, and tired with 
having everything in the world given [them]” at Christmas. But 
Stowe’s tale went on to propose a solution to this problem. Its plot 
hinged on just that point: It was easy enough, after all, to find 
people who had not been sated by Christmas presents, people who 
could be counted on to be intensely grateful for even the smallest 
trifle. 


Those people, of course, were the poor. The language Harriet 
Beecher Stowe chose to describe them is quite suggestive. A poor 
person offered the prosperous shopper a “fresh, unsophisticated 
body to get presents for;” the poor as a class provided the rich with 
a supply of “unsophisticated subjects to practice on.” And that is just 
what this story is about. Its prosperous main character becomes a 
“good fairy” for a poor family who lives in the neighborhood—and, 
indeed, the poor family does respond with all the gratitude anyone 
could wish. 


Unsophisticated subjects to practice on. This may sound like strange 
language. But others were making much the same point. Take 
Louisa May Alcott, for example. The four young heroines of Little 
Women, in the opening chapters of that novel, do the very thing that 
Stowe proposed: They go off on Christmas morning (after receiving 
their own presents of the New Testament) and bring gifts to a poor 
family in the neighborhood. There is evidence that many Americans 
shared this concern. In the last two decades of the nineteenth 
century, there was something of a movement to form Christmas 
clubs for prosperous children, clubs that were designed to foster 
selfless behavior during the Christmas season by encouraging their 
members to hold Christmas parties for their less-privileged peers, 
and to give away some of their own old Christmas presents. The 
Children’s Christmas Club of Portland, Maine, organized in 1882, 
pressed its members “to save [old] toys, books, and games, instead 
of carelessly destroying them,” and to present these castoffs at a 
Christmas dinner held for the children of the local poor. A similar 
club was later formed in Washington, D.C., with the daughter of the 
U.S. postmaster general serving as its president, assisted by the 
daughter of the U.S. president himself, Chester Arthur.4© 


Such material suggests that some members of the American 
bourgeoisie were facing a real Christmas dilemma. Their own 
children had become jaded with presents. On the other hand, the 
actual poor—who were unlikely to be surfeited with gifts—were a 
sea of anonymous proletarian faces, and in any event they were as 
likely to respond to acts of token generosity with embarrassment or 
hostility as with the requisite display of hearty gratitude. Giving to 
the children of the needy would solve the dilemma neatly. 


Typically, the children selected to participate in such events (as in 
the case of the Portland Children’s Christmas Club) came from a 
pool that had been carefully screened by charitable organizations. 
These needy children made ideal recipients of face-to-face charity. 
They could be counted on to be both well behaved and truly 
grateful. They would respond neither with the jaded indifference of 
more privileged children nor with the guarded resentment their own 


parents might display. And they would show their gratitude, with 
touching smiles and exclamations. Face-to-face charity—the 
exchange of gifts for goodwill—could be made to work in mid- 
nineteenth-century America, after all. But the economic divide could 
be bridged only by going across generational lines. In shorthand 
language, class had to be mediated through age. 


In any case, from mid-century on—and with what appears to have 
been increasing frequency into the 1890s—some_ well-to-do 
Americans devoted part of their Christmas days to visiting the 
children of the poor. These visits were ordinarily encouraged and 
arranged by the charitable agencies themselves. The first instance I 
have found of what would become the standard ritual took place in 
1844, when Margaret Fuller chose to spend part of Christmas Day 
with the children in New York’s Asylum for the Deaf and Dumb— 
and to report on her visit in the New York Tribune (this episode is 
recounted in Chapter 5). After 1850, New York’s charitable agencies 
for children institutionalized this kind of event. They began to hold 
formal open houses that more prosperous residents of the city were 
invited to visit on Christmas Day, open houses that received lots of 
publicity (they also served as effective fund-raisers). 


A favorite place to visit was the children’s nursery on Randalls 
Island, the municipal establishment in the East River (it also 
contained the city hospital, insane asylum, and almshouse). On 
Christmas Day, 1851, the New York Tribune reported that “quite a 
large party of ladies and gentlemen” attended “a _ capital 
entertainment” given to the children at the municipal nursery and 
hospital. The following year, too, the Tribune reported that the 
children on Randalls Island were visited by “several dignitaries, 
including several merchants of the City,” who brought “a supply of 
juvenile presents suitable to the season.” On this occasion the 
children “marched in procession to meet them at the dock.” And of 
course they “most gratefully accepted and heartily enjoyed” the 
dinner that followed.47 


And so on in subsequent years (the Randalls Island open houses 
continued into the twentieth century). Of course, Randalls Island 


was physically cut off from the rest of the city. But charitable 
institutions located within the city, even in its less savory areas, also 
invited visitors on Christmas Day.48 The most heavily publicized of 
these was in the Mission House located in the Five Points section, 
the most notorious slum area in the city (in the entire nation, for 
that matter). But the terms in which the Tribune reported the first 
such occasion, in 1853, are revealing. The report, headed “cnrisrmas at 
THE FIVE Points,” indicated that the Mission House (located on the site of 


a former brewery) was “open all day” and received many visitors. In 
fact, 


[t]he streets were thronged in that neighborhood with well-dressed ladies and 
gentlemen, and some of the richest carriages of the City; the effect of which 
was to make the topers [i.e., drunkards], male and female, shrink back into 
their dens, while the children saw and felt the effects of such visits to the 
House of Industry, which was crowded to excess all the afternoon, while 
several hundred Christmas presents were bestowed upon the scholars of that 
school....49 


This was an intriguing description. It assured its readers that the 
Five Points area was transformed on this occasion, its menace 
momentarily defused. The more unpleasant denizens of the 
neighborhood simply withdrew from sight when the respectable 
outsiders came to visit, and only the presence of children was felt.5° 


What impelled people to make such visits? Pangs of conscience 
certainly played a part, but there is surely more. (To ease one’s 
conscience, it would have been enough to have made a substantial 
contribution, and stayed at home.) The visitors—and, just as 
important, the many others who merely read about them in the 
newspapers—seem to have needed to experience, in person or by 
report, the “gratefully accepted and heartily enjoyed” gifts, the 
“happy faces and joyful voices.” Such a need may have addressed an 
unspoken fear that was shared by many Americans in just these 
decades—a fear that the urban social order was coming apart, that 
industrial capitalism was leading to social collapse. From that angle, 
visits to poor children offered a kind of symbolic reassurance that 


the social order still held together, after all. It was not only a merry 
Christmas that the happy faces demonstrated; it was the viability of 
industrial capitalism itself. 


But I suspect that such a “political” motivation is not the whole 
answer. The grateful exclamations and smiles of the poor children 
may have fulfilled another need as well—a need to experience 
spontaneous affectionate gratitude in itself; to participate in social 
interactions that evoked a powerful emotional response that was 
difficult to achieve within middle-class family life. Charles Loring 
Brace had written about the absence of truly warm social relations 
among American families, the forced and “hollow” nature of 
domesticity. During the latter part of the century, other 
commentators made similar points. The very importance that 
domestic life had taken on in nineteenth-century American society 
had led many people to harbor a set of powerful expectations that 
real families found it difficult to fulfill. The middle-class family was 
becoming a victim of its own Utopian fantasies.5! Here, too, 
Christmas became a volatile flash point. 


To glimpse something of what may have been at stake, let me cite 
a rare personal account of one of these Christmas visits. In 1875 the 
press reports about the annual Christmas pilgrimage to Randalls 
Island noted the presence among that year’s visitors of a celebrity, 
Louisa May Alcott. (Alcott was now living in New York, eight years 
after the publication of Little Women had propelled her into literary 
stardom.) Alcott and her party visited first the municipal orphanage, 
then the children’s hospital, and finally the home for retarded 
children. Alcott herself carried a large box of dolls and a bundle of 
candy. At every stop, one newspaper reported, “Miss Alcott... 
mingled with the little ones, giving to each a doll and some candy, 
accompanying each gift with some kind greeting.” Alcott was deeply 
moved by the experience, and she wrote a lengthy private letter to 
her family describing it. Her letter is filled with graphic descriptions 
of the children’s gratitude, intense and helpless—the sudden “cry of 
delight,” the outstretched “groping hands,” the sighs of “oh! oh!,” 
the “cheer of rapture,” the “silent bliss.” (One little girl was “so 


overcome” by the present Alcott gave her that “she had an epileptic 
fit on the spot.”) It was the first Christmas Alcott had spent “without 
[family] dinner or presents,” but she liked it “better than parties”: “I 
feel as if I’'d had a splendid feast,” she concluded, “seeing the poor 
babies wallow in turkey soup, and that every gift I put into their 
hands had come back to me in the dumb delight of their un- 
childlike faces trying to smile.”52 


It is easy to look back at this with distaste. From one angle, Alcott 
was exploiting the youthful recipients of her benevolence—using 
them as what I’m tempted to call “charity objects,” almost an 
economic equivalent to the sexual representation of women in 
pornography. Alcott appears to have deeply craved _ the 
overwhelming gratitude displayed by the objects of her charity. In 
contrast to the aggressive begging of wassailers in pre-nineteenth- 
century Christmas rituals, these Gilded Age dependents took the role 
of passive, responsive instruments on whose emotional vulnerability 
Alcott seems to have “played.” 


But that isn’t entirely fair. People like Louisa May Alcott had good 
reason to feel stifled by the constraints of domesticity, even as they 
were unable to liberate themselves from its assumptions. By the 
final decades of the nineteenth century, women were bearing the 
brunt of the tension (and the labor) that the Christmas season 
ordinarily entailed in prosperous households. The Ladies’ Home 
Journal actually published an article in 1897 that acknowledged this 
as a cultural problem. Men in “thousands of homes” across America 
would be “truly thankful when this Christmas business is over,” the 
article began (it was written by a man). Why so? “[Bly seeing their 
wives, mothers, sisters, or daughters reach Christmas day utterly 
tired out, [and] with the prospect of a siege of illness as soon as 
Christmas is over.”53 


These were women on whom the emotional work of Christmas 
had devolved, along with the bulk of the shopping and the cooking 
—women who felt themselves chiefly responsible for making sure 
that their husbands and their children (or, as in Alcott’s case, their 
fathers) were satisfied with the holiday experience. The task was 


daunting, and even partial failure (or anxiety about the prospect of 
failure) meant that guilt would be added to fatigue. Little wonder 
that Christmas was so often followed by “a siege of illness” for 
middle-class women. 


Such women wished for a little relaxation, surely. But they also 
welcomed any opportunity to see their efforts rewarded with the 
kind of intense response their own families were often unable to 
provide. They were seeking intense sensation along with social 
justice. Not long afterward, some of these women would manage to 
link those dual urges together by turning to such activities as social 
work (in places like Jane Addams’s Hull House) or the radical 
Christian Social Gospel movement, which openly addressed the 
issue of bringing a capitalist social order into conformity with the 
teachings of Jesus (Charles Loring Brace can be considered a 
forerunner of this movement). Or, farther afield, these same women 
might have joined such emerging enterprises as the Colonial Revival 
and other forms of what the historian Jackson Lears has termed 
“anti-modernism.”954 


In any event, the problem was not of their making. These women 
(and some men, too) were doing the best they knew how. The 
problem was not with their needs but with the dynamics of the 
society in which they lived. The problem was with a constricting 
domestic ideology that caused many people of means to harbor 
unsatisfied expectations of achieving personal fulfillment through 
family life alone. And the problem was also with an inequitable 
economic system that caused many of the same people—those, 
indeed, with the strongest ethical sense—to experience profound 
guilt, a guilt that, for good reason, could not be easily assuaged. 


Cuarirty as Spectator Sport 


By the final decade of the nineteenth century, well-to-do New 
Yorkers had begun to arrange new and larger kinds of Christmas 
visitations to the poor, and these gala events reeked—strongly—of 


exploitation. During the 1890s some New Yorkers began to treat 
charity, almost literally, as a kind of spectator sport, performed on a 
large scale in arenalike spaces before a paying audience. On 
Christmas Day, 1890, a midday dinner was served to 1,800 poor 
boys (many of them newsboys) at Lyric Hall, a theater at the corner 
of Sixth Avenue and Forty-second Street. A newspaper account 
made clear what was taking place: “Every floor was crowded with 
lookerson, principally members of the Children’s Aid Society and 
other charitable people.” This meal was followed, that same 
evening, by the traditional dinners held at every Newsboys’ Lodging 
House in the city. It was as if the newsboys were being asked to put 
on performances at different holiday venues—as if there were 
something erotically charged about watching hungry children eat.55 


The next year a newly formed organization, the Christmas 
Society, held a massive gift distribution at the newly constructed 
Madison Square Garden, an event attended by some 10,000 needy 
children, many of whom were accompanied by their mothers. Gifts 
were attached to a series of ropes that, in turn, were attached by 
pulleys to the roof of the Garden. The organizers of this event 
planned to attract the children of wealthy families as spectators, but 
few attended (one headline read: “tHousanps oF LITTLE ONES MADE HAPPY IN 


MADISON SQUARE GARDEN—CHILDREN OF THE RICH STAY AWAY” ).26 


Wealthy children were apparently not interested in watching 
hordes of their less-fortunate peers, but the parents of those wealthy 
children soon proved susceptible to the lure. It was, of all things, the 
Salvation Army that provided them with the opportunity. Beginning 
in 1898, this organization’s army of Christian soldiers organized 
immense public dinners for impoverished New Yorkers, held at 
Madison Square Garden. These dinners were great public spectacles, 
expertly organized. As the hungry and homeless were fed at tables 
on the arena floor, under the glare of electric lights, more 
prosperous New Yorkers paid to be admitted to the Garden’s boxes 
and galleries, where they observed the gorging. The event was 
reported as a front-page story in the New York Times, with a 


headline that announced, in block capitals, “THE RICH SAW THEM 
FEAST.” 


The press reported in detail how “nearly 20,000 men, women, 
and children gathered from the highways and byways of the city in 
one great surging throng,” waiting patiently to be admitted to enter 
the arena. The crowd was kept waiting until after the spectators had 
been admitted—through a separate entrance: 


To the Madison Avenue entrance came the spectators of the extraordinary 
scene ..., men in high hats, women in costly wraps ... the great concourse of 
the prosperous and happy.... They were to furnish the lighter shade to the 
pleasure, with their air of contentment, and prosperity, and perchance 


sympathy.... 


At the other entrance to the Garden [on Fourth Avenue] gathered the 


pilgrims from the illimitable abodes of poverty and wretchedness. 


The several thousand wealthy observers entered first, so that they 
could look on as the “hungry multitude” was admitted. “In the 
boxes and gallery of the great building,” the story ran, “sat many 
thousands of well-fed and prosperous people, among them many 
women who had come in carriages and were gorgeously gowned 
and wore many diamonds, who looked on in happy sympathy ..., 
who had come to see the spectacle of thousands being made happy.” 
There were four large sections of tables on the arena floor, and it 
was there that the poor, sitting in the upper gallery till their turn 
was called, were fed 2,200 at a time. This was a charity event on an 
industrial scale, a kind of Gilded Age version of Bracebridge Hall in 
which the entertainment itself was produced on an assembly line. 
Even so, the food ran out before everyone could be served. 


Before the meal, both rich and poor joined together in singing the 
hymn “Praise God from Whom All Blessings Flow.” The hymn was 
sung in unison, “position and fortune forgotten for one _ brief 
moment.” It was a moving occasion, the Times reporter wrote: “The 
pathos of it all was in the expression contained in the smiles of 
thanks.” And the reporter concluded hopefully, suggesting that the 


very scale of the event foretold an imminent solution to the vexing 
problems of capitalism: “Neither any Continental city nor even 
London ever had to do anything approaching this in magnitude. It 
means the dawning of a new era, the bridging of the gulf between 
the rich and poor.”57 


Only a single report, in the New York World, suggested that what 
had happened was more a matter of voyeurism than of class 
reconciliation: 


Some seemed to look upon this feeding of the ravens as a spectacle, and 
whispered and pointed at poorly clad men and women who ate ravenously, or 
smiled when a piece of turkey was surreptitiously slipped into a capacious 


pocket.°8 


There was still another strange twist. The Salvation Army hit 
upon a novel fashion for raising funds to pay for these events: They 
hired unemployed men to play the part of street-corner Santa Claus, 
soliciting passersby for contributions as they did their Christmas 
shopping. (This technique is still employed by the Salvation Army.) 
Given the long history of the transformation of Christmas in the 
nineteenth century, there was irony as well as ingenuity in this 
tactic, for what it did was to re-create the structure, though not the 
substance, of a much older ritual in which the poor were informally 
sanctioned to approach the rich during the Christmas season and 
beg for gifts. Even the fact that the needy men who acted as street- 
corner Santas were begging in disguise was deeply rooted in the 
mumming tradition. (After all, Belsnickles had done much the same 
thing in Pennsylvania towns at least as late as the 1870s.) But of 
course what the Salvation Army Santas were doing was profoundly 
different from older forms of Christmas wassailing and mumming: 
Their public begging was sanctioned only because they were not 
soliciting for themselves. They did not get to keep the money but 
had to turn it over to the organization for which they worked. They 
were in fact the paid employees of a charitable organization. (It is 
not clear whether they were paid a flat rate or a percentage of what 
they raised.) Perhaps these Santas were also permitted to attend the 


Madison Square Garden dinners they themselves had helped to 
make possible. But even if they were, it would only be because they 
had been given a ticket of admission by their employers. In that 
sense, the entire Santa Claus ritual was nothing less than a 
microcosm of the workings of nineteenth-century capitalism itself. 


REVENGE OF THE Newssoyvs: THE Return or YoutH Misrute 


There is a final twist to this story, a twist that reveals still another 
microcosm. In 1902 the Salvation Army’s charity dinner was moved 
from Madison Square Garden to another arena, the Grand Central 
Palace. Once again, 20,000 people were fed. But this time the event 
failed to go exactly as planned. The problem resulted from the fact 
that approximately 1,000 of the banqueters were young people, 
most of them newsboys, and they were seated separately in sections 
of their own at the two ends of the hall. These arrangements proved 
to be a mistake. (Charles Loring Brace would have known better, 
but he had been dead for a dozen years.) The youths took advantage 
of the opportunity to engage in activities other than eating: 


They made so much noise that for a time it was thought they would break up 
the religious meeting that followed. They hurled pies and every other thing 
they could lay their hands on at one another, and even at those who waited 


on them. 


The story in the Tribune reported what happened in deadpan 
language and considerable detail: 


General Daniel E. Sickles and his daughter, Miss Mary Sickles, who were 
among the invited guests, attracted considerable attention. They spent most 
of the time entertaining the boys. Miss Sickles carried a Blenheim spaniel [a 
fancy breed] in her arms. She called it Bulwer [a fancy name]. When the boys 
set their eyes on Bulwer they began hurling mince pie and turkey at him. 
Miss Sickles was taken by surprise, and let Bulwer slip from her arms to the 
floor. Bulwer ran over to where General Sickles was seated. The boys set up a 


great shout and hurled knives, forks and spoons at him. Then they began 


cheering and shouting to General Sickles to make a speech. He laughed and 


said he was not able to do so. 


Finally, order disintegrated completely: 


There was an apparent shortage of mince pie for a time, and the youngsters 
thought that they were being overlooked. They began hurling bread and 
potatoes at those who waited on them, and said that they did not want 
turkey, but wanted more pie. Miss Sickles went into the kitchen and came out 
a minute later with her arms laden with pieces of pie. “Three cheers for 
Mama!” shouted the urchins, and they made a rush to take the pie from her. 
Miss Sickles pleaded with them to keep quiet and be patient, but they would 
have none of her advice. One boy, whom another called “Pinkie,” upset one 
of the plates on which were piled a number of pieces of pie, and there was a 
wild scramble to see who could get the most. Miss Sickles put the other plate 


of pie on the table and fled in dismay.°? 


The organizers learned their lesson. The next year a somewhat 
smaller group of young people were invited (again, most of them 
newsboys), and this time the organizers had taken a precaution: The 
boys “were arranged in a corner of the hall all by themselves, where 
they could give vent to their boyish caprices without disturbing the 
more sedate.” The tactic seems to have worked. The youths 
“occasionally let out a deafening war whoop just to break the 
monotony and let other folk know they were there”—but apparently 
that was all.6° Two years later, in 1905, 600 newsboys attended, 
and as many as 10 policemen were assigned to control them. Even 
so, a substantial number were ejected from the hall during the 
course of the meal.®! 


Wir suc rrapitions Of misrule emerging in the very midst of this kind 
of “spectatorial” event, an event devised by (and in large measure 
for) the well-to-do who came to observe the fruits of their charity, 
we have come full circle. Newsboys, as we know, had long been 
prone to such behavior at Christmas. As poor and youthful males, 
they came from the single sociodemographic group that had been 


most closely associated with Christmas misrule from at least as early 
as the sixteenth century. 


A newspaper report of one of the Christmas dinners, held in 1895 
at a Newsboys’ Lodging House, made it clear that the newsboys’ 
rowdy behavior was not mere random chaos but the expression of 
an elaborate and venerable ritual. The reporter explained it in this 
way: “There are many queer and quaint customs among the 
newsboys which are strictly kept on Christmas, and which lend 
originality to their doings at their dinners.” For one thing, they 
would never deign to dress up on such occasions: “All the newsboys 
come in their everyday clothes. Any one who would have ventured 
to present himself in his best suit would have been regarded by the 
[other] lads as aspiring ‘ter shine in de upper crust.” And they 
insisted on eating their Christmas dinners in a particular sequence, 
beginning with dessert: 


They always begin to eat a dinner by disposing of the pies, the puddings and 
other dessert dishes first. Each lad gets away with several large-sized pies and 
seldom tastes of pudding if there are any pies in sight. Then comes the turkey 


and the cranberry sauce.©2 


The newsboys had a reason, then, to disrupt the 1902 Salvation 
Army dinner: The food was not being served in the proper sequence, 
and there were not enough pies. As the report of that chaotic event 
pointed out, “They began hurling bread and potatoes at those who 
waited on them, and said that they did not want turkey, but wanted 
more pie.” (The newsboys’ reversal of the standard dinner sequence 
was itself a kind of misrule—inverting the normal order of things. 
The pie-throwing itself was probably part of the ritual.)63 


But there was probably a more important reason as well for the 
newsboys’ behavior. For if Christmas charity had become a spectator 
sport for the well-to-do, that meant it had become a form of what E. 
P. Thompson, referring to eighteenth-century England, has termed 
political “theater.” (In this case, it was theater in the most literal 
sense, complete with an arena equipped with a stage floor and 
galleries, as well as a separate entrance for the paying audience.) 


The well-to-do New York spectators expected the poor to “perform” 
for them, as it were, by eating their Christmas meal with manifest 
gusto and gratitude. 


But from this perspective it is also fair to say that the spectators 
were putting on a performance of their own, by dressing up in their 
“gorgeous gowns” and flashiest jewelry. There was an earlier 
precedent for that, too. E. P. Thompson has also proposed that 
eighteenth-century gentry “theater” provoked a kind of responsive 
“counter-theater” on the part of the plebeians themselves, a 
dramatic assertion of their own identity, thrown mockingly back in 
the face of the gentry. And so with the newsboys in latter-day New 
York. The taunts and the pie-throwing, like the refusal to dress up, 
are understandable enough. These boys were hungry, after all, and 
the banquet they were being given was almost certainly the best 
food they would get all year. Yet it was surely demeaning to the 
newsboys that their own pleasure was also a spectacle to be 
observed by the rich. As early as 1876, a story about the annual 
dinner implicitly conveyed this point, even though the reporter 
ascribes the boys’ reaction to being watched to mere self- 
consciousness: “To appreciate the enjoyment of these boys properly 
one will have to see them when they sit down to hide away the ribs 
of beef,” the story began, only to continue with the acknowledgment 
that, unfortunately, “it will not do to be seen when seeing; for your 
newsboy, brave and sometimes impertinent as he sometimes is upon 
the street, is as sensitive, when he has his knees under the table as if 
he had been brought up in a hot-house, and was the most sensitive 
plant that grows.”64 


Ostensibly, then, the newsboys’ display of misrule was a matter of 
mere juvenile high jinks. But surely it was also a form of counter- 
theater, aimed at those who were observing them. (As the 1903 New 
York Times reporter put it, they “let out a deafening war whoop just 
... to let other folk know they were there.”) This counter-theater 
served as a gesture that was meant to restore some of the dignity the 
newsboys had lost by being forced to make their own hunger a 
matter of public display. Among other things, it announced that 


they weren’t so thoroughly dependent on their mince pies, or their 
patrons, that they couldn’t afford to engage in a dramatic gesture of 
wasting the former by throwing them at the latter. In the process, 
the newsboys managed to make the most important point of all. 
They might be known as “Pinkie,” or “Pickle Nose,” or “No-Nothing 
Mike”—but whatever they were called, it would not be Tiny Tim. 


CuHaptER 7 


Wassailing Across the Color Line: Christmas in the 


Antebellum South 


INTRODUCTION 


uristMas 1867 arrived in the midst of a depression. But that 

year the New York Times interrupted its standard admonition 

about remembering the plight of the city’s poor in order to 
offer a plea on behalf of a still worthier object of seasonal charity. 
There was already enough “ostentatious benevolence” directed at 
the urban poor in New York and other Northern cities, the paper 
admonished—“cities which, despite depression, are yet wealthy and 
happy.” So the arrival of Christmas might better serve to remind 
Americans of a forgotten portion of American society that was 
destitute indeed. It was the South—the defeated South. In that 
benighted region “a merry Christmas will not be known anywhere.” 
The newspaper painted a sorry scene: “Despair, or something like it, 
reigns in the mansions, and destitution is supreme in the hovels. 
Grim poverty makes its presence felt everywhere. Those who were 
once rich find themselves menaced by want, and those who, though 
always poor, were always provided for, now find themselves hungry 
and helpless.” 


The Civil War had ended less than two years earlier, and a short- 
lived effort to force the “Radical Reconstruction” of the South was 
barely under way. But the New York Times seized this occasion to 
make a plea for sectional reconciliation between the vanquished 
South and the victorious North. More precisely, the plea was for 


reconciliation between the respectable white populations of the two 
regions. When the Times spoke of the South’s “poor” who lived in 
“hovels,” it was referring to ex-slaves. That was why it made the 
point that in the past the poor had “always been provided for.” 
Slavery itself had ensured the physical well-being of those in 
bondage; the system had generated a “bond of sympathy” that “held 
these classes together.” But emancipation had severed that bond. 
The result was racial tension that could, if it were not defused, 
easily exceed in severity any class conflict that existed in the 
Northern states. 


In other words, it was not the poverty of the South’s black 
population that chiefly unsettled the New York newspaper writer. 
What really bothered him was the potential consequences of that 
poverty—consequences that might even involve racial violence. 
Southern whites were filled with “vague apprehension” about what 
might happen; for their part, the region’s black population was 
making demands—“demands that yield not to reason.” Those 
unreasonable demands were for social and economic justice. And 
the effect was a dark uncertainty: “Neither side knows what is 
coming. The blacks will not accept freedom as a substitute for food, 
and the whites are fearful of the excesses to which famine-stricken 
ignorance not seldom yields.” 


It was Christmas that underlined this grim situation. Not only had 
Christmas been a time of charity and generosity on the part of white 
people in the slave South, it had also been a season of special joy for 
the slaves themselves—a time when the “bond of sympathy” 
between the races was most evident. The picture of harmonious 
Christmases under slavery offered an instructive contrast to the 
present state of things: 


Slavery then put on its holiday garb. There was feasting and merrymaking 
everywhere [in the slave community].... The bondsmen for the time forgot 
their bondage, and for a week gave themselves up to the rollicking enjoyment 


in which Sambo distances all competitors. ! 


It may seem insensitive for a Northern newspaper to argue that 
former slaveholders in the South required more sympathy than did 
unemployed workers in the North. And even that insensitivity might 
seem to pale in the face of the paper’s cynical use of Christmas as a 
way of pointing out the social benefits of slavery to black people. 
Still, this Northern newspaper was not alone in noting that the 
Christmas season was a time of special resonance in the slave South. 
For decades, Southerners themselves had been doing the same thing, 
and they would continue to do so for several decades more. And 
what makes the point even more striking is that it was made by 
black as well as white Southerners. 


Many African-Americans wrote about their experience of 
Christmas under slavery, and it is difficult to avoid sensing the 
importance they attached to this holiday in clarifying what they had 
to say about slavery itself. Three of the best-known individuals who 
had been raised as slaves chose to focus an entire chapter of their 
autobiographies on a discussion of Christmas. Writing from very 
different positions on the ideological spectrum, both Frederick 
Douglass and Booker T. Washington described Christmas under 
slavery as an occasion on which slaveholders systematically 
degraded African-Americans by encouraging them to get drunk. And 
Harriet Jacobs, in her fictionalized autobiography, Incidents in the 
Life of a Slave Girl, poignantly described a Christmas she spent as a 
fugitive hiding in the crawl space of a house in Edenton, North 
Carolina, trying to evade an owner who desired to make her his 
concubine. 


The fact that slaves themselves took their Christmas experiences 
so seriously suggests that we might, too. Indeed, by exploring the 
meaning of this holiday in a slave society, we can deepen our 
understanding of what happened when a familiar set of rituals were 
practiced under conditions of extreme inequality. For these rituals do 
turn out to be familiar, though they emerged from the very different 
world of early-modern Europe. The examination of Christmas rituals 
in a slave society therefore provides an intriguing lens through 
which we can view similar rituals in the peasant cultures of 


European society. It allows us to see more clearly how Christmas 
rituals there, too, could serve as underpinning for enormous 
inequalities of power and wealth. It brings us, in a sense, full circle 
from the place where we began. 


A Whauire Curistmas: Hotmay SEason IN THE Bic House 


When we think of Christmas in the Old South we commonly think of 
elegant dinners and romantic plantation balls. Just as Washington 
Irving’s evocative stories about Christmas on the fictional English 
estate at Bracebridge Hall helped define the image of a traditional 
Christmas for generations of Americans, so, too, did scores of 
postbellum Southerners write nostalgically of what Christmas had 
once been like in old Dixie. Several Southern writers actually used 
Irving’s sketches as their models. One even attempted to convey the 
flavor of a typical Christmas dinner in colonial Virginia by quoting 
verbatim a passage from Irvings picture of Christmas dinner at 
Bracebridge Hall!2 


The romantic associations of Christmas in old Dixie are 
misleading not only because they usually ignore the experience of 
the slaves but also because they misrepresent the experience of 
white people. Like the inhabitants of early-modern Europe, or of any 
agricultural society in a nontropical climate, planters in the 
antebellum American South took late December as their major 
season of heavy eating, boisterous drinking, and letting off steam. 
The harvest was complete, there was relatively little work to be 
done, and plenty to eat and drink. Once again, the parallels to 
Washington Irving are telling. Irving’s account of Christmas at 
Bracebridge Hall, like the myth of Christmas in old Dixie, retained 
the drinking; but the drunkenness was gone. The elaborate 
paternalist rituals of the gift exchange remained, but the aggressive 
stepping out of ordinary behavioral bounds and social roles had 
been forgotten. Wassailing was preserved, but it had been 
transformed from a rowdy begging ritual into jolly songs of 
goodwill. 


But Christmas meant carnival in the antebellum South. As early as 
1823 a rural white Southerner attacked the Christmas season for 
being a “general scene of dissipation and idleness.” Some folk spent 
the time making “rough jokes.” “Apprentice boys and little negroes” 
fired guns and crackers. And everyone—“parents, children, servants, 
old, young, white, black, and yellow”—drank hard. “And if you 
inquire what it is all for, no earthly reason is assigned ..., except 
this, ‘Why man! It is Christmas.” 


At the time, everybody commented on how much Southern whites 
drank during the Christmas season. Northern visitors (especially 
those of a temperance bent) were particularly offended by it. One of 
them claimed that “[sjudden calls for the doctor to attend cases of 
delirium tremens ... were numerous during Christmas.” But 
Southerners reported it themselves, in diaries, letters, and 
newspapers. It is clear that people—women among them— 
commonly began drinking at breakfast. Amanda Edmonds of 
western Virginia did so year after year in the late 1850s and 1860s. 
In 1861 the first thing she did in the morning was to have “a joyful 
eggnog drink—I really got tight. The first signs of Christmas that 
I’ve seen.” Nor was the drinking restricted to adults, as one 
Northerner reported: “The good cheer of the occasion descended 
almost to dissipation, and I, unaccustomed to the conviviality that 
prevailed, looked on with apprehension, when egg-nog, punch, and 
toddy were freely served to the children.” 


The drinking was still going on in Norfolk, Virginia, in the 1870s, 
where the local newspaper regularly commented on the number of 
arrests made for disorderly conduct on December 25. Part of the 
reason was that alcohol (and food) was being served gratis, in an 
unmistakable example of the “open house” long expected of British 
landlords and tavern keepers at Christmas. Even the _ local 
newspaper was offended: “The various barrooms and restaurants in 
the city treated their customers to egg-nog, apple toddy, lunch, &c.” 


The alcohol did its usual work, releasing the inner spring of 
ordinary behavioral constraint. “During the entire day crowds of 
men and boys paraded the streets—the former drinking at every bar 


they saw, and the latter firing crackers and torpedoes and blowing 
those inevitable horns.”5 Noise-making was another essential 
ingredient of the Southern white Christmas, especially the firing of 
guns (and firecrackers, their symbolic representations). As early as 
1773 one visitor recorded in his diary that “I was waked this 
morning by Guns fired all around the House.” Two generations 
later, the practice was still so common that the young Robert E. Lee 
was able to allude to it when asking a recently married woman 
friend a rather personal question about her wedding night: “Did you 
go off well like a torpedo cracker on Christmas morning?”® 


The noise-making and the drinking were part of a larger picture, 
in which normal behavior was forgotten and normal social 
relationships were turned on their heads. Young women like 
Amanda Edmonds were permitted to step outside their gender roles 
and get drunk first thing in the morning; and young men were 
permitted to step outside their age roles and act as if they 
dominated space ordinarily allotted to their elders. This is how one 
Southerner described the scene in 1868: 


It was the custom, and still is, in the more isolated communities, for a crowd 
of young men to band together, and with guns and every sort of instrument of 
music, or of noise, go “Christmasing” among their neighbors. It was great 
sport to frighten off the fiercest dogs with their racket. If the proprietor heard 
them coming and got the first shot it was their treat [i.e., they had to give 
him a gift]; but they generally stole up quite noiselessly, and opened fire and 
called out, “Treat! treat!” as they marched around his dwelling with their 


discordant music. This was called “serenading and shooting up.”” 


The writer may not have realized this, but less than a century 
earlier the British would have given it another name: They would 
have called it wassailing. 


William Nevison Blow, whose family had been the major 
landowners in an _ isolated county of antebellum Virginia, 
remembered from his boyhood the way Christmas transformed 
virtually every social relationship. The holiday would begin on 
Christmas Eve, with the preparation and consumption of eggnog. 


Then, at midnight, the boy would hear the sudden eruption of 
gunfire from every direction, and the responsive howling of many 
dogs. Soon “the [entire] County is awake and Christmas has come.” 
Christmas Day itself would begin with early-morning eggnog and 
culminate in a semidrunken fox hunt. This was no ordinary fox hunt 
but a promiscuous episode of misrule that attracted men and boys 
from the entire county—trich and poor, white and black: “the word 
Christmas is a talisman that levels all barriers.” 


The fox was all but irrelevant to this hunt. The hunters, perhaps 
100 in all, along with their 200-odd dogs, constituted a collective 
mob of noisy revelers, “yelping, howling, shouting, singing and 
laughing.” By midafternoon the exhausted participants would 
conclude the hunt and begin the first of an extended series of 
Christmas dinners that would go on for two full weeks. Each day 
was structured like the first—a hunt followed by a dinner, each 
accompanied by alcohol. But with every passing day the leveling 
process was taken even further. On the second day of Christmas, 
some of the fox hunters, instead of returning to their homes, would 
spend the night at the house where they had taken their dinner. 
Then, the next morning, that group would leave together “to 
continue the hunt, dine, sleep and dance with another member of 
the hunt and move on, so that at the end of a week they have visited 
half a dozen neighbors and find themselves twenty miles from 
home.” What resulted was a generalized open house that obliterated 
the boundaries of individual families and reconstituted the entire 
county as a single vast household. 


As in the North, such practices came under scrutiny, though less 
sharply. By the 1840s, and probably earlier, the Southern-plantation 
gentry had begun to reform their Christmas customs—to replace 
open houses with more exclusive parties for invited guests. But even 
among the gentry this change was slow and imperfect. Susan 
Dabney Smedes, the daughter of a Mississippi planter, remembered 
that her family’s plantation house “was crowded with guests, young 
people and older ones too,” and that “no one in the neighborhood 
invited company for Christmas Day, as, for years, everybody was 


expected at Burleigh [plantation] on that day.” But it is not wholly 
clear whom Smedes meant by the word “everybody,” since she 
quickly added that her father held a second party as well, this one 
intended specifically for the lower orders: “On one of the nights 
during the holidays it was his custom to invite his former overseers 
and other plain neighbors to an eggnog-party [emphasis added].” 


In fact, Mr. Dabney used the preparation of the eggnog as a 
ritualized display of paternalist condescension: “In the concoction of 
this beverage he took a hand himself, and the freedom and ease of 
the company, as they saw the master of the house beating his half of 
the eggs in the great China bowl, made it a pleasant scene [even] 
for those who cared nothing for the eggnog.”2 Here was a 
quintessential ritual of Christmas social inversion, where the 
“master of the house” graciously makes a symbolic gesture of 
deference to his dependents: by inviting them into his house; by 
publicly helping to prepare the food he serves them; and by offering 
them a dish that was lavish, rich, and special. (Besides getting 
people drunk, eggnog was a luxury item, a blend of special 
ingredients—whiskey, eggs, sugar, and fresh cream.) We shall 
encounter another instance of the highly formalized preparation of 
eggnog, and for the same ritual purpose—although the recipients of 
that ritual will not be white. 


CurisTMAs IN THE Quarters: Gestures OF PATERNALISM 


The resemblance between Christmas in the antebellum South and 
Christmas in early-modern Europe is clear enough. Present in both 
cases is the same carnival atmosphere, the intense (and extended) 
season of public revelry, the lifting of ordinary behavioral 
constraints, the stepping out of ordinary roles in the social 
hierarchy, the face-to-face giving of presents by the high-in-status to 
their poorer dependents. But there is one striking difference 
between Christmas in these two societies: In the antebellum South, 
the axis along which all these holiday rituals were practiced was, 
above all, that of race. 


Liberty 


For the great majority of slaves, Christmas was marked by the same 
sanctioned relaxation of normal behavioral constraints that we have 
already encountered among whites. As the New York Times would 
point out in 1867, Christmas was the one time of year when slaves 
were released from the obligation to work, usually for several days. 
They became, in a sense, free—free from labor, free to do whatever 
they wished, free even to travel off their masters’ property. One 
Northerner, living on a plantation as a tutor to the owners’ children, 
reported that “[throughout the state of South Carolina, Christmas is 
a holiday, together with 2 of the succeeding days ... especially for 
the negroes. On these days the chains of slavery ... are loosed. A 
smile is seen on every countenance.”1° 


The three days of holiday this man noted were, if anything, at the 
low end of the normal range, which probably ranged from three 
days to a full week. But a number of slaveholders went outside this 
range. Some gave only Christmas Day itself as a holiday;!! a very 
few allowed no holiday at all.12 At the other extreme, in one part of 
Missouri (a border state) it was customary to permit more than five 
weeks of freedom—from Christmas Day until February 1. A slave 
from this area later recalled: “During Christmas time and de whole 
month of January, it was de rulin’ to give de slaves a holiday in our 
part of de country. A whole month, to come and go as much as we 
pleased and go for miles as far as we wanted to, but we had better 
be back by de first of February.”!3 


Of course, the very expectation of holiday leisure could easily be 
manipulated by slaveholders for their own purposes. The historian 
Eugene Genovese points out that slaveholders used the promise of 
Christmas as an incentive to help get the plantation cleaned up after 
the harvest had been gathered. And there was always the threat of 
withholding holiday privileges if the slaves displeased their master. 
But this was done very rarely. Genovese writes: “Throughout the 
South ... the slaves claimed those arrangements sanctioned by local 
custom and generally got their way.”!4* 


Frederick Douglass, who had been raised as a slave, offered an 
explanation of why planters sanctioned this custom. He argued that 
planters were forced to offer Christmas holidays in order to prevent 
insurrection, and that the practice actually served white self-interest 
by providing a safety valve (his own term) to contain black 
discontent. Douglass wrote: 


From what I know of the effect of these holidays upon the slave, I believe 
them to be among the most effective means in the hands of the slaveholder in 
keeping down the spirit of insurrection. Were the slaveholders at once to 
abandon this practice, I have not the slightest doubt it would lead to an 
immediate insurrection among the slaves. These holidays serve as conductors, 


or safety-valves, to carry off the rebellious spirit of enslaved humanity.!° 


Douglass was making a large claim for the importance of 
Christmas in slave society. Whatever the truth of his contention that 
without such a holiday the South would be gripped by a series of 
strikes and revolts, Douglass’s argument was based on a broadly 
shared assumption: Christmas was something that mattered a great 
deal in the slave community. 


Misrule 


Slaves made many uses of their “liberty.” They might merely rest 
from work or sleep in.16 They might travel, visiting family and 
friends on nearby plantations.17 They might spend the time 
attending religious revival meetings. Or they might use the time to 
take advantage of a rare moment of economic autonomy, making 
wares that they could sell in the market or selling whatever goods 
they had managed to produce or grow during the previous year. 
(This latter privilege was based on an informal tradition that any 
fruit of a slave’s labor at Christmas belonged to the slave himself— 
once again, an inversion of ordinary rules.) 

But perhaps the activity that was most frequently reported and 
remembered involved revelry: eating, drinking, dancing, making 
noise, and making love. Solomon Northup, a free black who was 


kidnapped into slavery in Louisiana, later wrote of Christmas as “the 
times of feasting, and frolicking, and fiddling—the carnival season 
with the children of bondage ... the only days when they are 
allowed a little restricted liberty, and heartily indeed do they enjoy 
it.” A white Southerner used the same term, calling Christmas “the 
time of the blacks’ high carnival;” while another white man 
described the period as “times of cramming, truly awful.... [?]hey 
stuffed and drank, and sang and danced.” The wife of ex-U.S. 
president John Tyler wrote in 1845 that the family’s slaves “have 
from now a four days’ holiday and have given themselves up 
completely to their kind of happiness—drinking, with nothing on 
earth to do.” An anti-slavery Northerner was less accepting of the 
situation and used his disapproval to point a finger: “Ah! white 
man! [at Christmas] the digger’ gets as drunk as you! Rum is an 
ultra-democrat—it levels down!” (What this man failed to recognize 
was that from the perspective of the white Southerner, such 
leveling-down was one of the ritual purposes of the drinking. And 
what he did not point out was that on most plantations slaves were 
forbidden to drink at any other time of the year.)!8 


It seems clear that the constant drinking and dancing—it often 
lasted through the night—led to intensified sexual activity. This 
matter was rarely addressed directly in the descriptive accounts, but 
it is suggested both by the surviving texts of slave Christmas songs 
and by the entries in plantation record books that indicate the 
phenomenon of “grouped” slave marriages during the Christmas 
season. Young John Pierpont of Boston confided to his diary that 
“[nJo restraint is imposed upon their inclinations, no lash calls their 
attention from the enjoyment of all those delights which the most 
unrestrained freedom proffers.”19 


More than one visitor explicitly described the slave Christmas as a 
modern version of the old Roman Saturnalia. John Pierpont noted 
that it “might more than compare with the bacchanal feasts and 
amusements of antiquity.” A reporter publicly wrote that Christmas 
was “the great gala season of the negro. It may be likened to the 
saturnalia of the Romans.” (Then, not wishing to undercut his 


favorable picture of the slave system by going too far for middle- 
class tastes, he added that unlike the original Saturnalia, the slaves’ 
Christmas was “modified by decency and decorum.”) Another 
writer, too, termed the occasion a “grand Saturnalia,” and suggested 
something of what this amounted to in language whose euphemisms 
were not intended to conceal the author’s meaning: “From three to 
four days and nights are given as holiday, during which every 
indulgence and license consistent with any subordination and safety 
are allowed.... [AJ]ll society seems resolved into chaos....”29 
Christmas in the quarters, it seems, was indeed a season of misrule. 


Not all slaveholders tolerated such behavior. Some felt that it was 
unchristian; others considered it a threat to good order.2! But the 
great majority seem to have gone along, if only because they still 
accepted the notion that Christmas was a ritual occasion when 
normal behavior was supposed to change, and when even the 
“low”—in fact, the “low” especially—were expected to live well. Of 
course, as anthropologists are well aware, even that notion was 
based on the understanding that such ritualized inversions of 
ordinary behavior also served to affirm and reinforce the primacy of 
ordinary behavior at all other times. In the case of Southern slavery, 
“ordinary behavior” meant constant sobriety and hard work. Some 
white Southerners openly argued that allowing their slaves the 
liberty to engage in seasonal excess was actually a means of 
maintaining good order and productivity. One Alabamian, writing in 
1852, argued: “Some will say that this plan will not do to make 


money, but I know of no man who realizes more to the hand than 
1,722 


It was Frederick Douglass who voiced the most powerful 
argument that owners allowed slaves to drink and lose their self- 
control at Christmas as a means of preserving white hegemony— 
indeed, that owners actively encouraged such revelry. Douglass 
acknowledged that the majority of slaves spent the Christmas 
holidays “drinking whiskey,” and he added that this, as well as 
other forms of excess, was just what their masters wanted: 


Their object seems to be, to disgust their slaves with freedom, by plunging 
them into the lowest depths of dissipation. For instance, the slaveholders not 
only like to see the slave drink of his own accord, but will adopt various plans 
to make him drunk.... Thus, when the slave asks for virtuous freedom, the 
cunning slaveholder, knowing his ignorance, cheats him with a dose of 
vicious dissipation, artfully labeled with the name of liberty. The most of us 
used to drink it down, and the result was just what might be supposed: many 
of us were led to think that there was little to choose between liberty and 
slavery. We felt, and very properly, too, that we had almost as well be slaves 
to man as to rum. So, when the holidays ended, we staggered up from the 
filth of our wallowing, took a long breath, and marched to the field,—feeling, 
upon the whole, rather glad to go, from what our master had deceived us into 


a belief was freedom, back into the arms of slavery.23* 


Frederick Douglass was by no means alone in believing that 
Christmas excess was demeaning to the slaves. But most of the 
African-Americans who shared his distaste chose to express their 
response in pious Christian terms. On plantation after plantation, 
religious revivals (run by Baptists or Methodists) vied with festive 
revels as the activities of choice among the slaves. Allen Parker, a 
former slave from North Carolina, recalled: “In some other cabin, 
perhaps on the same plantation, while the young people were 
dancing, the old ones would be holding a prayer ‘meetin’,’ notice 
having been sent out as in the case of the dance....” Susan Dabney 
Smedes recalled a wholesale religious conversion that completely 
put an end to dancing on her grandfather’s Mississippi plantation. 
She fondly recalled those Christmases when, all day and all night 
too, she would hear “the sound of the fiddles and banjos, and the 
steady rhythm of their dancing feet”: 


But a time came when all this [slave revelry] was to cease. The whole 
plantation joined the Baptist church. Henceforth not a musical note nor the 
joyful motion of a negro’s foot was ever again heard on the plantation. “I 
done buss’ my fiddle an’ my banjo, an’ done fling ’em ’way,” the most music- 
loving fellow on the place said to the preacher, when asked for his religious 


experience.24 


Some planters shrewdly feared that such evangelical reform could 
pose a threat to their authority, and they took steps to counteract it. 
James Hammond of South Carolina reminded his slaves that 
“[cJhurch members are privileged to dance on all holyday 
occasions; and the class-leader or deacon who may report them shall 
be reprimanded or punished at the discretion of the master.” The 
autobiography of ex-slave Jacob Stroyer suggests that some masters 
went even further: “A great many of the strict members of the 
church who did not dance [at Christmas] would be forced to do it to 
please their masters.” (And, he adds poignantly: “No one can 
describe the intense emotion in the negro’s soul on those occasions 
when they were trying to please their masters and mistresses.”)25 


Not surprisingly, the religious meetings attended by slaves bore a 
certain resemblance to the very revels they were meant to replace. 
Like the Christmas dances, the Christmas revival meetings often 
lasted all night; like the dances, too, they were characterized by 
ecstatic feelings that were partly generated by rhythmic singing and 
the stamping of feet.26 It was for this reason that when New England 
reformers, attempting to assist liberated slaves during and after the 
Civil War, encouraged the freedmen to hold religious services at 
Christmas, these reformers were sometimes shocked by the result. 
One such person, spending Christmas, 1862, with Colonel T. W. 
Higginson’s black regiment at the newly liberated Port Royal, South 
Carolina, was startled at the soldiers’ behavior: “They had no ‘taps’ 
Christmas Eve or night, and the [enlisted] men kept their ‘shout’ up 
all night.” As late as 1878, another New England abolitionist who 
had founded a school for freedmen in Lottsburgh, Virginia, was 
utterly dismayed by what happened at a Christmas service she had 
carefully set up for them: 


The religion of these coloured people is very demoralising. It has no 
connection with moral principle. They have just had a “three days’ meeting” 
in the old stolen schoolhouse, and made night hideous with their horrible 


singing and prayers, and dancing in a wild, savage way. The noise and 


shuffling and scraping can be heard in every direction, and our house, though 


not very near, seems almost shaken by their dancing.?7 


Gifts 


Christmas misrule entailed even more than leisure and “liberty.” It 
also meant a symbolic turning of the tables between masters and 
slaves. Christmas was the one occasion of the year at which 
plantation owners formally offered special presents to their human 
chattel—the high deferring to the low. It was a rare planter who did 
not give something to his slaves at Christmas. At a minimum, the 
gifts were small—the kind of things we might dismiss today as 
trinkets but which the slaves had good reason to value: sugar, 
tobacco, or hats; along with ribbons, bandannas, and other 
decorative items for the women. Some slaveholders distributed 
money. An especially lavish (and ostentatious) example of this 
practice was reported by Richard Jones, a former slave from South 
Carolina, whose account also reminds us of how demeaning such 
ritualized generosity could be: 


Marse allus carried a roll of money as big as my arm. He would come up to 
de Quarter on Christmas, July 4th and Thanksgiving, and get up on a stump 
and call all the chilluns out. Den he would throw money to ’em. De chilluns 
got dimes, nickels, quarters, half-dollars and dollars. At Christmas he would 
throw ten-dollar bills. De parents would take de five and ten dollar bills in 
change, but Marse made dem let de chilluns keep de small change. I ain’t 


never seed so much money since my marster been gone.?® 


Often, slave owners provided much of the food and drink that 
made the slaves’ festive parties possible. Alcohol was standard at 
these frolics, often as much as the slaves could consume during the 
course of the holiday. William Aliston’s agent in Charleston wrote in 
1815: “I send also two Demijohns of Whiskey for the Negroes at 
Christmas....” (Remember that alcohol in any amount was forbidden 
to slaves except on this occasion.) Gifts of food, often fine food, 
usually accompanied the liquor. Former slaves remembered with 


pleasure, even many years later, the special food they had received 
at Christmas. “Oh, what a time us Niggers did have on Christmas 
Day!” recalled Georgia Baker during her old age in the 1930s: 
“Marse Lordnorth and Marse Alec give us everything you could 
name to eat: cake of all kinds, fresh meat, lightbread, turkeys, 
chickens, ducks, geese and all sorts of wild game. There was always 
plenty of pecans, apples and dried peaches too at Christmas.” 
Solomon Northup, a free black who was kidnapped into slavery in 
Louisiana and later wrote an account of his misfortunes, was willing 
to wax nostalgic over the wonderful food with which he and his 
fellow slaves had been “furnished” on Christmas: In addition to 
biscuits, fruit preserves, and all kinds of pies, Northup remembered 
that “chickens, ducks, turkeys, pigs, and not infrequently the entire 
body of a wild ox, are roasted.” For one wealthy South Carolina 
planter a single ox was not enough: “On the morning of Christmas, 
Col. Alston gave orders that as many beeves might be butchered as 
to supply all with meat, which as a general thing is not allowed 
them. No less than 21 bullocks fell sacrifices to the festivity.”29 


What these accounts make plain is that what many planters did 
for their slaves at Christmas was exactly what landed gentlemen in 
Europe had long been expected to do for their dependents on this 
occasion: offer them the best food, food from the private stock, the 
same food that would ordinarily be shared only with family and 
invited guests. An 1857 article on “Christmas in the South” that 
appeared in Frank Leslie’s Illustrated Newspaper was certainly 
exaggerating the picture, but not inventing it, when it reported that 
the slaves consumed the kinds of dishes “that would create a 
sensation at a palatial residence wedding party”: 


On these occasions the culinary resources of the “great house” are 
brought into requisition, and “young mistress” spends many hours 
in the kitchen superintending the production of rich cakes and other 
delicacies which now garnish the plentiful board of festive 
plantation life.30 


One former slave later recalled that “On Christmas de marster 
would give us chicken and barrels o’ apples and oranges.” (But he 


went on to put the matter in cooler perspective: “‘Course, every 
marster weren’t as free handed as our’n was.... I’se heard dat a heap 
o’ cullud people never had nothin’ good t’eat.”) Still, slaves eagerly 
awaited their Christmas gifts. One later recalled his feelings of 
intense anticipation in terms that almost had the ring of “A Visit 
from St. Nicholas”: 


That night their slumbers were filled with dreams and visions of new suits, 
new shoes, new caps and new dresses. These things were not given out until 
Christmas morning. And while this glad day was perhaps only a month off, 
yet the month seemed longer, the days seemed longer and the nights seemed 
longer than at any other season of the year. The anxiety, the longing and the 


solicitude for the dawn of Christmas morning is indescribable.?! 


Of course, the intensity of that longing also suggests what the 
slaves’ diet was like the rest of the year. One slave made it plain 
that the meat he and his fellows received on Christmas constituted 
their entire annual allotment: “they never had meat except at 
Christmas, when each hand on the place received about three 
pounds of pork.” Another told an interviewer that he had “‘not 
tasted meat since last Christmas.’”32 


And the expectation of special gifts (like the expectation of 
holiday time itself) raised hopes that could be used for purposes of 
social control, by the threat of withholding some or all the gifts if 
the planter’s rules were broken. The historian Kenneth Stampp notes 
that “the value and quantity of the presents often depended upon 
their conduct during the past year.” And planters themselves openly 
confirmed the point when they listed the rules they used to regulate 
the lives of their slaves. One noted that if he discovered any of his 
slaves drinking alcohol during the year, the standard punishment he 
imposed was “a whipping and a forfeiture of... five dollars next 
Christmas.” Another planter punished all his slaves at Christmas for 
petty thefts that had been committed during the previous year: “if a 
depredation is committed, no matter by whom, my negroes are 
[collectively] responsible for it, and double its value is deducted 
from the Christmas present.” This planter’s standard gift for his 


slaves consisted of corn, so he was able to boast that “a few barrels 
of corn are made the means of saving my property to perhaps ten 
times the amount the whole year; and I am also spared the painful 
necessity of frequent chastisements.”33 


That dismissive comment about “a few barrels of corn” suggests 
another, equally cynical use of Christmas gifts—when planters used 
the ritual of Christmas gift-giving to provide their slaves with 
necessities (winter clothing, for example). The historian Norrece 
Jones has pointed this out, adding that “[p]lanters could thus 
arrange to appear loving and magnanimous before ’their people’-— 
even when furnishing basic necessities.”54 


But even when the presents were more special than that (and they 
usually were), some whites knew very well that this generosity also 
worked to protect their own interests. Here, again, the dynamics of 
Christmas in the slave South help to illuminate those in Europe, 
where, too, the landed gentry expected to get something in return 
for their generosity: the goodwill of their dependents. (Remember 
the verses of the old English wassail songs, wishing “master” and 
“mistress” good health and fortune in the coming year.) E. P. 
Thompson has shown that landed gentlemen could always try to use 
a generous handout at Christmas as a way of making up for “a year’s 
accumulation of small injustices.” In the slave South, one white 
overseer showed how clearly he understood the meaning of the 
Christmas gift exchange when he wrote to the planter who 
employed him: “I killed twenty-eight head of beef for the people’s 
Christmas dinner. I can do more with them in this way than if all 
the hides of the cattle were made into lashes.”35 


Gestures of Deference 


If anyone had cared to accuse Southern slaveholders of resorting to 
such a cynical strategy, most of them would certainly have rejected 
the charge. They would have insisted that their actions were wholly 
sincere, and that their gifts were intended as expressions of 
goodwill, a demonstration that they considered slaves to be 


members of their household rather than mere pieces of property. 
And to prove their paternalist sincerity, they could have pointed out 
that there was more to their generosity than the gifts themselves, 
and that the actual distribution of the gifts involved a significant set 
of gestures dictated by the special nature of the Christmas season— 
gestures of symbolic deference in which they momentarily became 
the servants of their own slaves. Ultimately, and in hindsight, the 
matter of “sincerity” makes little difference. But the gestures are 
worth examining nonetheless. 
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Slave Space and Free Space. On this North Carolina plantation 
(photographed in the twentieth century), the picket fence next to 
the Big House marked a racial boundary beyond which field hands 
were ordinarily forbidden to go. Records show, however, that on 
Christmas Day the slaves were permitted to cross that boundary and 
to shake hands with the whites—a gesture that signified equality. 
(Courtesy, North Carolina Division of Archives and History) 


On many plantations slaves were asked to approach the Big House 
to receive their gifts in person from their master and his family 
(along with the family’s best wishes). Former slaves vividly 
remembered their childhood experiences. “Them Christmas Days 


was something else!” one slave recalled. “If I could call back one of 
them Christmas Days now, when I went up to the [big] house and 
brung back my checkered apron full! Lord, I was so happy! Great 
big round, peppermint balls! Big bunches of raisins, we put aprons 
full on the bed and then went back to the house to get another 
apron full.” Another reported: “Marse Alec would call the grown 
folks to the big house early in the morning and pass around a big 
pitcher full of whiskey, then he would put a little whiskey in that 
same pitcher and fill it with sweetened water and give that to us 
chillun.”36 On a few plantations the slaves were even permitted to 
enter the Big House. One Northern visitor to the Tidewater reported 
that “they take the kitchen for a ball room and dance all night and 
sing all day.” William Nevison Blow remembered that “the negroes 
form a procession leading to the dining room door to greet the ‘old 
Marster and Missus’ and ‘little Marster and little Missus’ and receive 
their presents, and the men a dram, for which each returned a 
toast.” Susan Dabney Smedes remembered that “the negroes in their 
holiday clothes were enjoying themselves in their own houses and in 
the ‘great house’ too.” And a former slave reported that on her 
plantation “on Christmas Day big dinners were given for all the 
slaves and a few ate from the family’s table after they [the whites] 
had finished their dinner.”37 


More often, it was the other way around: Masters and their 
families visited the slave quarters to attend the slaves’ own party 
there. But wherever these scenes took place, in the quarters or at the 
Big House, some planters and their families used the occasion to 
make elaborate gestures of deference to their slaves. Frequently they 
themselves joined in the festivities.5° Just as often, they either 
prepared the party meal themselves or personally superintended its 
preparation. Occasionally a master even made the ostentatious 
gesture of serving the slaves part of the meal himself. One North 
Carolina slaveholder centered his version of the ritual around the 
preparation and distribution of eggnog: After the drink was 
“pronounced right,” it was ceremoniously placed out on the piazza 
(on a beautiful mahogany table that came from the Big House). At 


this point the slaves assembled and were ritually handed one glass 
apiece: 


My grandfather knew every one of his negroes, big and little, by name; and 
his greeting was always personal to each. They came up in couples, according 
to age and dignity, and the unvarying formula was: “Sarvant, Master; merry 
Christmas to you, an’ all de fambly, sir!” “Thank you, Jack; merry Christmas 


to you and yours!”2? 


If the white men of the planter’s household sometimes prepared 
the alcohol for their slaves’ frolic, it was the white women of the 
household who helped to prepare the food. According to one report, 
the “‘young mistress’ spends many hours in the_ kitchen 
superintending the production of rich cakes and other delicacies 
which now garnish the plentiful board of festive plantation life.” 
More conspicuously, white women sometimes personally served the 
slaves the food at their dinner. One plantation diary contains the 
following succinct entry for December 25, 1858: “Spent the day 
waiting on the negroes, and making them as comfortable as 
possible.”40 


Whites were aware of the symbolic significance of these gestures 
of deference. They often referred to the unprecedented degree of 
“familiarity” between masters and slaves on this occasion. One 
Tennessee slave owner claimed that at Christmas his “people” were 
“as happy as Lords.” Another man wrote: “Here all authority and all 
distinction of colour ceases; black and white, overseer and book- 
keeper, mingle together in the dance.” Another planter stressed how 
different Christmas was from the only other holiday he permitted 
his sixty slaves—the Fourth of July: “The one in July is celebrated 
with a dinner and whiskey. The Christmas holiday is a very different 
thing. It lasts from four to six days, and during this jubilee it is 
difficult to say who is master. The servants are allowed the largest 
liberty.”41 


“Winter Holydays in the Southern States.” This woodcut 
illustrated a pro-slavery story that appeared in the December 1854 
issue of Frank Leslie’s Illustrated Newspaper. The accompanying text 
offered this description of the activities shown in the picture: “[T]he 
[white] ladies of the family interest themselves in the amusements 
and entertainments of the negroes, giving superintendence to the 
making of pastry, the adornment of the tables, and whatever else 
will add to the refinement of the festivity. On such occasions, the 
‘stately mistress’ and her ‘aristocratic daughters’ may be seen 
assisting, by every act of kindness, and displaying in the most 
charming way the family feeling and patriarchal character of our 
Southern institutions; while the negroes, on their part, never feel 
that they are duly and affectionately remembered unless the white 
family, or most of its members, are present, to witness and 
participate in their enjoyments.” (Courtesy, American Antiquarian 
Society) 


It is difficult to say who is master. Of course, it was not difficult at 
all. But what is interesting is that these words were published in an 
article on the “Management of Servants,” not a propaganda piece 
but a set of rules intended solely as “in-house” advice, so to speak, 
for the use of the writer’s fellow slaveholders. Believing that such 


occasions of ritual inversion actually took place is not by any means 
tantamount to succumbing to nostalgia or pro-slavery ideology. 
Neither does acknowledging that this was the case mean that the 
slave system was benign or even fundamentally paternalist. What it 
does mean is that many slaveholders wished to believe that it was 
paternalist and benign, and that they were willing to act out their 
wish on this one, symbolically charged occasion—an occasion that 
lasted for only a few days each year. 


In other words, it was far easier to act out a ritual that produced a 
symbolic representation of a paternalist society than it was to 
produce the actual society. And acting out the ritual brought real 
returns, not just material advantages (in the form of a more pliant 
workforce) but psychological benefits. By permitting a season of 
misrule, and performing the requisite gestures of deference, 
slaveholders were able to affirm that they had fulfilled their 
personal obligations within a paternalist order. In turn, this 
permitted them to affirm the paternalist humaneness of the slave 
system itself, in the face of external attacks (and, sometimes, of their 
own inner doubts). All this was a big payoff, and at relatively small 
cost. Consider this extraordinary passage, from a private letter 
written by a Louisiana slaveholder in 1836: 


We have had a “right merrie” Christmas; and I do not know where I have 
seen such an expression of content and happiness, as my negroes exhibited 
during the festival. Some of them seem to have their countenances perfectly 
set to an expression of good humor, and all of them meet me today with a 
smile and a “happy new year to you, master.” I am much more reconciled to 
my condition as a slaveowner, when I see how cheerful and happy my fellow 
creatures can be in a state of servitude, how much I have it in my power to 
minister to their happiness, and when I reflect that most of the evils of 
slavery neither result inevitably from it, nor as a consequence, nor are invited 
by the interest of the master, which is always in accordance with the welfare 


of his subjects.42 


Or this striking statement, presented to the 1824 North Carolina 
state legislature by Dr. James Norcom of Edenton, North Carolina: 


During the Season of Christmas our Slaves ... have been in the habit of 
enjoying a State of comparative freedom.... These festivities are not only 
tolerated by the whites, but are virtually created by them; for without the aid 
voluntarily contributed by their masters, their servants would be destitute of 
the means of making or enjoying them. At such a season, instead of driving 
these wretched creatures, with cold and unfeeling sensibility from our doors, 
the heart of charity dilates toward them, & the angel of humanity whispers in 
our ears that they are entitled to a part of those blessings which their labor 


has procured us....43 


I cite Dr. Norcoms statement for an additional reason: One of his 
own slaves was none other than the aforementioned Harriet Jacobs, 
whose autobiography would later describe the Christmas she spent 
hiding in the crawl space of an Edenton house. And it was from 
Norcom himself that Jacobs was hiding—he was the man who had 
tried to force her into sexual slavery. It is not pleasant to think that 
people like James Norcom were “sincere” in their paternalist 
commitment to the “freedom” that slaves enjoyed during the 
Christmas season. But accepting such a possibility sheds some light 
on how real slaveholders were able to accept the slave system. 


Dr. James Norcom. This resident of Edenton, N.C., plays two roles 
in our story: He was the impassioned defender of the right of slaves 
to perform the John Canoe ritual, and he was the owner of Harriet 
Jacobs, a woman he pursued relentlessly in an effort to force her to 
become his mistress. (Courtesy, North Carolina Division of Archives 
and History) 


And it also serves to illuminate the larger meaning of Christmas. 
For it is worth wondering whether this was not the same role that 
Christmas has played in other societies as well, nonslave societies 
from early-modern Europe to present-day America. A key reason for 
the enduring popularity of this holiday may well be that it has 
provided a profoundly ritualized means of helping people to come 
to terms with their own complicity in a larger system that they 
realize must breed injustice. That may be as true for a member of 
the seventeenth-century English landed gentry as it is for a Southern 
planter. Or, for that matter, for a modern plutocrat who makes 
generous Christmas donations to a deserving cause. 


CurisTMAs IN THE Quarters: Staves as Active AcEnts 


In most of the cross-race rituals I have just described, the slaves 
themselves appear to be little more than the passive objects of their 
owners’ largesse. But there is more to it than that. What is intended 
by the patrons is not always what is taken by the clients. And it 
should not be surprising that slaves attempted to play a more active 
role in those rituals, to turn symbolic privileges into real ones—to 
“appropriate” them, in modern parlance. Two distinguished scholars 
who have examined similar forms of popular revelry and carnival 
misrule in early-modern Europe—Natalie Zemon Davis and E. P. 
Thompson—have shown how European peasants and apprentices 
appropriated similar rituals, in a process that involved tacit 
“negotiations” carried on in the context of an unequal set of power 


relationships. There are indications that the very same thing 
happened on the slave plantation. 


“Christmas Gift!” and Other Games 


The form taken by the slaves’ “appropriation” usually involved the 
dynamic of the gift exchange itself, the exchange of gifts for 
goodwill. There is a spectrum of ways in which such a ritual can be 
sealed—from the meekest expressions of thanks and goodwill upon 
the receipt of a gift (“Sarvant, Master; merry Christmas to you, an all 
de fambly, sir!”) to the most aggressive combination of demands and 
threats, in which goodwill is contingent upon one’s demands being 
met (“Come, butler, draw us a bowl of the best / ... /But if you draw us 
a bowl of the small, / Then down will come butler, bowl, and all.”) 
While slaves in the antebellum South were not in a position to 
operate at the most aggressive end of that spectrum, they were 
sometimes able to approach it. 


In the most inoffensive form, slaves (house slaves, at least) might 
simply enter a room in the Big House on Christmas morning, wish 
the their masters family a “Merry Christmas,” and wait, becomingly, 
for their gift. As early as 1773, a Northerner temporarily employed 
in Virginia recorded such a practice (making it sound—and the 
parallel is surely no coincidence—much like a bellhop who has just 
shown some guests to their hotel room): 


Nelson the [slave] Boy who makes my fire, blacks my shoes, does errands &c. 
was early in my Room, drest only in his shirt and Breeches! He made me a 
vast fire, blacked my Shoes, set my Room in order, and wish’d me a joyful 
Christmas, for which I gave him half a Bit [i.e., 54 shillings]. Soon after he 
left the Room, and before I was Drest, the Fellow who makes the Fire in our 
School Room, drest very neatly in green, but almost drunk, entered my 
chamber with three or four profound Bows, & made me the same salutation; I 
gave him a Bit, and dismissed him as soon as possible.—Soon after[,] my 
Cloths and Linen were sent in with a message for a Christmas Box, as they 


call it; I sent the poor slave a Bit, & my thanks.—I was obliged for want of 


small change, to put off for some days the Barber who shaves and dresses 


me.44 


Slaves commonly made gestures that were more overtly 
aggressive, if still ostensibly friendly. Often this involved startling 
the master’s family by making noise in front of the Big House, 
generally at the crack of dawn. Typically, they did so by shouting 
“Merry Christmas!” The goodwill latent in that phrase could always 
be subverted by the manner in which it was expressed. Indeed, this 
seems to have been a ritually sanctioned way for slaves to get away 
with rousing white people from a night’s sleep. One white visitor 
reported in Harpers Monthly: 


Just as the light appears they form themselves into a procession, and 
preceded by a fiddle and a variety of rude instruments, above all of which is 
to be heard boisterous singing and laughing, they march round the house, 


crying out at intervals, “Wake up! wake up! Christmas has come!”45 


But the commonest form of this ritual was the game of “Christmas 
gift!” This was essentially a variant of the wake-up call. A former 
slave described one version of the game: “The cock crowing for 
sunrise is scarcely over when the servants steal into the Big House 
on tiptoe so they can catch everybody there with a shouted 
‘Christmas gift!’ before the kitchen fire is even started or the water 
put on to boil for the early morning coffee.” In response, each 
member of the white family who is thus “captured” must hand over 
a gift to the slave who has “caught” him or her. Susan Dabney 
Smedes describes the game with similar affection: 


On Christmas mornings the servants delighted in catching the family [i.e., the 
owner’s family] with “Christmas giffl Christmas giff!” betimes in the morning. 
They would spring out of unexpected corners and from behind doors on the 
young masters and mistresses. At such times [she adds in explanation] there 
was an affectionate throwing off of the reserve and decorum of every-day 
life.4© 


The recollections of a onetime Georgia field hand named James 
Bolton suggest that the custom was not always limited to house 
servants: “We runned up to the big house early Christmas morning 
and holler out, ‘Morning, Christmas Gift! Then they gave us plenty 
of Santy Claus, and we would go back to our cabins to have fun till 
New Year’s Day.”47 


Unlike the practice of simply waiting for gifts to be distributed on 
Christmas Day, the game of “Christmas gift!” offered the slaves a 
symbolic moment in which they themselves actively turned the 
racial hierarchy upside down—an opportunity to step outside their 
servile roles, to shout at their owners and make a direct demand for 
gifts. Within the extraordinary limits imposed by the system of 
chattel slavery, this must have seemed a powerful, if brief, gesture 
of autonomy.‘8 


What gives the ritual even more interest is its malleability. Within 
the black community, for example, it became something of a game 
between the generations rather than the races, with children using it 
to beg from their elders. And the game also moved from the black to 
the white community, from the slave quarters to the Big House, as 
white children imitated black children, waking their own parents on 
Christmas morning by shouting the words “Christmas gift!” 


By the 1830s “Christmas gift!” had become a common 
intergenerational ritual between white children and grown-ups even 
outside the South. We have already encountered it in Philadelphia, 
in Mrs. G.’s story “The Christmas Tree” (see Chapter 5). In the 
South, Thomas Nelson Page recalled it as a chief pleasure of 
Christmas in antebellum Virginia. Amanda Edmonds, who lived in 
Virginia, participated in the practice regularly over a ten-year 
period, and recorded it in her diary (we have met her before, in 
connection with getting drunk on Christmas morning). In her 1863 
entry, for example, Edmonds wrote: “‘Christmas Gift’ rings louder 
this morning than for several years. I catch everyone and set the 
most complete and successful trap for my friend, Mr. Triplett; after 
his saying last night, he knew I could not catch him for he had a 
trap for me.”49 


Amanda Edmonds was no child at this point; in 1863 she was 24 
years old. But—and this is the key—she was still single, and for that 
reason she continued to occupy the role of a “young person.”©° For 
the sole determinant of who could appropriately go “begging” at 
Christmas seems to have been that of dependent status. (For a more 
detailed discussion of this subject, see Chapter 3.) “Christmas gift!” 
was, after all, a “domesticated” version of that rowdier, more public 
custom—which was itself a variant of the old wassail ritual—in 
which roving bands of youths startled householders at night with 
gunshots and shouted demands for food and drink. That may be 
why it proved to be so malleable. 


S.aves sometimes went beyond even this ritual in stepping out of 
character. Planter’s daughter Susan Dabney Smedes phrased this in 
idealized terms: At Christmas “there was an affectionate throwing 
off of the reserve and decorum of every-day life.” To demonstrate 
her point, Smedes herself offered the following anecdote: “One of 
the ladies of the house had heard an unfamiliar and astonishingly loud 
laugh under her window, and had ventured to put an inquiring head 
out [emphasis added].” What the woman saw didn’t quite make 
sense. It was “one of the quietest and most low-voiced of the 
maidservants.” The quiet maidservant, realizing that her mistress 
wished to know what was going on, replied to her tacit question “in 
a voice as loud as a sea-captain’s.” The words she used only 
confirmed the point already made by the unfamiliar sound of her 
voice. They were: “Hi! ain’t dis Chris mus?”51 


“Putting on Airs” 


Christmas also offered slaves an opportunity to openly imitate— 
even mimic—white behavior. Stories abound that tell of slaves 
“dressing up” at Christmas. For the most part this was surely a 
matter of looking their best at a time when they did not have to 
dress for work (and when they had often just received gifts of 


finery). In 1853 one planter noted that as Christmas approached his 
slaves were all “brushing up [and] putting on their best rigging.” 
Whites were characteristically amused by the sight of their slaves 
dressing like genteel white folk. But it could also become a parody 
of white manners. To grasp what may actually have been 
happening, we need to penetrate the invariably patronizing tone in 
which white reporters described these situations. Rebecca Cameron 
recalled a family slave known as Uncle Robin, who at Christmas 
“dressed in my greatgrandfathers regimentals, and looking, of 
course, supremely absurd.”52 We don’t know what was going on in 
Uncle Robins mind, of course. But putting on the master’s clothing 
was surely a gesture that carried profound symbolic implications. 
One example will make the point. In the course of the Nat Turner 
rebellion, several black men who had just murdered their owners 
employed the first moments of their freedom to perform this very 
ritual gesture—they dressed themselves in the clothing of their dead 
masters, whose bodies were even then lying in the same room. 


We can get a hint of what “putting on airs” sometimes meant to 
slaves by looking at the way they sometimes behaved under those 
circumstances, imitating the manners as well as the dress of genteel 
white people. A Northern visitor, listening “to the Christmas revelry 
that sounded from the negro quarters,” summed up her reaction by 
writing, simply, that “it seemed almost a burlesque of the 
performances inside the mansion.”°3 


The “burlesque” was surely a complex gesture, a mixture of high 
spirits, mockery, and envy. One patronizing account of Christmas on 
the plantation, written by a white man in 1854, describes the 
“assumed refinement” of slaves during the “holiday festivities”: 


In these imitations of “white folks,” some “sable [black] wild flower,” that it 
was supposed had never looked into a parlor, will put on airs that would be 
quite impressive amidst ton [i.e., high society] at Saratoga or Newport; while 
a “field nigger” will hit off some of the peculiarities of master, or of an 
eccentric visitor, that are instantly recognized, but had never been noticed 
before.°* 


We might well ask, Who is really getting the last laugh here? And 
what was really going on in this story, told by Bessie Henry, a white 
woman from Salem, Massachusetts, in an 1832 letter to her sister 
back home (Henry was teaching school on a Tidewater plantation 
near Richmond). After saying the usual things about how slaves 
behaved at Christmas (“they take the kitchen for a ball room and 
dance all night and sing all day”), Henry concluded her report by 
recounting a scene she had just witnessed: “Yesterday I saw one of 
them pick up an old leaf of a book and fold it up very carefully. I 
asked him what he was going to do with it. [He replied,] Oh Missus, 
I jest goin in there [referring presumably to the slave quarters] to 
hold it up and make tence [i.e., pretense] read and [hear] all the 
niggers say ‘See, he like white folks, he read.’”55 


“High Life” at Christmas. A white Southerner’s later recollection of 
the Christmas dance performed by her family’s slaves. The couple in 
front have dressed in high style and are imitating—or parodying?— 
the elegant and coy gestures of the white gentry. A report in one 
antebellum magazine described the slaves’ “high life” at Christmas 
in this way: “They now drop their plantation names of Tom, Bill, 
Dick, and Caesar, Moll, Kate, and Nancy, and use, in addressing one 


another, the prefix of Mister, Mistress, or Miss, as the case may be; 
and the highest compliment that can be paid them is to be called by 
the surnames of their masters.” Interestingly, the very same 
reversals are described in a 1759 British play, High Life Below Stairs, 
that was often performed at Christmas in England and America well 
into the nineteenth century. (Courtesy, American Antiquarian Society) 


Bessie Henry reported this story without trying to explain it. The 
man she wrote about did not do this in order to be observed by 
white peopie; Henry came upon him as he was taking the sheet of 
printed paper into the slave quarters. When he was discovered, the 
slave said simply that he was going to pretend to read. There may 
have been envy or even ambition in his purpose, but surely there 
was parody in it (even, perhaps, if this slave really did know how to 
read). The mimicking of white manners was something whose 
meaning the whites failed to grasp—just as they failed to grasp the 
meaning of black spirituals. Both involved what might now be 
termed “signifying”—a gesture that was intended to appear “cute” 
to white observers but was laden with an irony that only fellow 
slaves were able to appreciate. 


“John Canoe”: Wassailing Across the Color Line 


Finally, in some places the veil of irony was dropped altogether and 
replaced by ritual encounters that bordered on direct confrontation. 
Those encounters make up the single most intriguing and aggressive 
Christmas ritual practiced by American slaves. 


“Christmas is coming,” wrote the editor of the Wilmington (North 
Carolina) Daily Journal on December 23, 1851, and he proceeded to 
warn his readers to expect “the little and big niggers begging for 
quarters.”56 What the editor was referring to was a ritual known by 
the name “John Canoe” (or “John Kooner”). This ritual was 
practiced only in a single region of the South, the coastal area of 
North Carolina, from Edenton (near the Virginia line) in the north to 


Wilmington in the south. (A similar ritual, with the same name, was 
practiced—and still is—on the islands of the British West Indies, 
especially Jamaica.) 


The John Canoe ritual was described at length by a number of 
contemporary observers, and it has subsequently been analyzed at 
some length by modern folklorists. Essentially, it involved a band of 
black men—generally young—who dressed themselves in ornate 
and often bizarre costumes. Each band was led by a man who was 
variously dressed in animal horns, elaborate rags, female disguise, 
whiteface (and wearing a gentleman’s wig!), or simply his “Sunday- 
go-to-meeting suit.” Accompanied by music, the band marched 
along the roads from plantation to plantation, town to town, 
accosting whites along the way and sometimes even entering their 
houses. In the process the men performed elaborate and (to white 
observers) grotesque dances that were probably of African origin. 
And in return for this performance they always demanded money 
(the leader generally carried “a small bowl or tin cup” for this 
purpose), though whiskey was an acceptable substitute. One of the 
best accounts of a John Canoe ritual was written by a Northern 
woman—an abolitionist, in fact—who was shocked and embarrassed 
by what she took to be a degrading display of unabashed begging. 
Her account was published in 1837 in William Lloyd Garrison’s 
abolitionist magazine The Liberator: 


I was passing to church on this morning [December 25], with a party of 
ladies in an open carry-all, when we perceived a rabble advancing. The sound 
of bells, clashing of tin plates, and blowing of stage horns, were all heard, 
accompanying a loud screaming voice to these words, sung in the peculiar 
negro accent:—“We bees Jonny Cooner, good masser, missus, chink, chink, 
and we drink to Jonny Cooner, Cooner.” The gesture to these words was the 


extending and passing round a hat for the collection of pence. 


John Cooner was represented by a slave in a mask, with a tall, hideous 
figure, twice the length of a natural man, with patches of every shade and 
color hanging from him, and bells attached to him to gingle [sic] at all his 


grotesque motions.... 


Such uncouth gestures, shrieking, dancing, and fighting of boys, who were 
ragged and without hat or shoes, were enough to frighten our horses as they 
passed. We were filled with pity and disgust, and felt it a relief, when our 
little black driver turned down a bye-way, for very shame at the sight. There 
are grades amongst the slaves, as in all other classes of society; and those who 
rank highest, will not join in this species of beggary and frolic combined.... 
My heart sickened when I thought to myself, “Is this the happiness of slaves 
at Christmas?”97 


John Canoe in Whiteface. Also from Jamaica, this eighteenth- 
century picture shows John Canoe performing a mocking parody of 
white fashion: He has donned whiteface and is wearing a 
gentleman’s wig and fancy gloves. (The houseboat on his head was 
part of the John Canoe ritual in Jamaica, though not in North 
Carolina.) (Courtesy, American Antiquarian Society) 


John Canoe Band. This picture comes from Jamaica, but it suggests 
something of the aggressiveness of the John Canoe marchers. 
(Courtesy, American Antiquarian Society) 


But Southern slave owners generally did not take offense. In 1824, 
Dr. James Norcom of Edenton, the future “owner” of Harriet Jacobs, 
personally defended the custom against the charge that it led to 
disorder: 


Although trifling evils sometimes result from these extraordinary indulgences, 
they continue to be tolerated and practiced. It is so to be regretted that 
drunkenness is too common on these occasions; but this also is habitually 
overlooked and never punished, unless it becomes outrageous or grossly 
offensive.°8 


Writing to his daughter thirteen years later, Norcom even suggested 
that the John Canoe bands provided the only manifestations of 
Christmas cheer: “Had it not been for the John Koonahs that 
paraded through the town in several successive gangs[,] Christmas 


day would have pass’d without the least manifestation of mirth 
cheerful joy or hilarity.”59 


As it happens, Harriet Jacobs, too, left a positive account of the 
John Canoe ritual (conceivably of the same 1837 bands that Dr. 
Norcom described so affectionately). Like her owner, Jacobs 
remembered the John Canoe bands as the single “greatest 
attraction” of Christmas (although, like the Northern woman who 
found the ritual so degrading, Jacobs wrote that the slaves who 
performed it were “generally of the lower class’—mostly field 
hands, she noted). Jacobs, too, provided a detailed description of 
John Canoe: 


Two athletic men, in calico wrappers, have a net thrown over them, covered 
with all manner of bright-colored stripes. Cows’ tails are fastened to their 
backs, and their heads are decorated with horns. A box, covered with 
sheepskin, is called the gumbo box. A dozen beat on this, while others strike 


triangles and jawbones, to which bands of dancers keep time. 


And she stressed the elaborate preparations made by the 
participants: 


For a month previous they are composing songs, which are sung on this 
occasion. These companies, of a hundred each, turn out early in the morning, 
and are allowed to go around till twelve o’clock, begging for contributions. 
Not a door is left unvisited where there is the least chance of obtaining a 
penny or a glass of rum. They do not drink while they are out, but carry the 
rum home in jugs, to have a carousal [there]. These Christmas donations 


frequently amount to twenty or thirty dollars.©° 


I would love to see the texts of the songs that the John Canoe 
bands spent a month preparing. But we do have something that’s 
every bit as good, thanks to Harriet Jacobs. In her account of the 
John Canoe bands, Jacobs notes that “[i]t is seldom that any white 
man or child refuses to give them a trifle.” But she adds that “[i]f he 
does [refuse], they regale his ears with the following song”—and 
here she records words to a song that ridicules the ungenerous 
individual by making him out to be a poor man (that is, poor rather 


than stingy). The strategy is brilliant, as is its tactical execution 
(especially the sarcastic refrain so dey say): 


Poor massa, so dey say; 
Down in de heel, so dey say; 
Got no money, so dey say; 
Not one shillin, so dey say; 


God Amighty bress you, so dey say.®! 


In fact, a twentieth-century folklorist has retrieved another such 
verse, and it is identical in its tactic of employing ridicule to shame 
the object of its attention: 


Run, Jinnie, run! I’m gwine away, Gwine away, to come no mo’. 
Dis am de?’ house, 
Glory habbilulum! [i.e., hallelujah] 


Such tactics may even cast some light on an ostensibly very different 
begging song, one from the British wassail tradition. It is the 
familiar song that concludes with the lines: “If you haven’t got a 
penny, a ha’penny will do; / If you haven’t got a ha’penny, then God 
bless you!” In the context of the John Canoe songs, it is possible that 
this final “blessing” was intended to convey similar sarcasm—that it 
was, in effect, a curse. 


Anthropologists have argued inconclusively about the origin of 
the John Canoe ritual. The general nature of the debate is whether 
John Canoe was an African ritual or an English (or American) 
one.631 would argue that it was both, and that what is striking is 
how many elements were shared by African and English traditions. 
One contemporary observer casually referred to the band as 
“mummers.” The John Canoe ritual may well have been African in 
origin, but it surely found its mark in antebellum America, where 
Christmas begging was still commonplace, and specifically in the 
South, where the wassail tradition itself was still being practiced by 
those roving bands of young white males who startled prosperous 
householders with nocturnal gunfire and entered their houses 
demanding food, drink, and money. At the very least, there was a 


convergence of African and European traditions, and the John 
Canoers understood that convergence and exploited it. Its origins 
and “exotic” content aside, what makes the John Canoe ritual so 
fascinating is the degree to which its structure and its content were 
almost wholly comprehensible to the white people who were its 
immediate objects. 


Winslow Homer, Dressing/or the Carnival (1877). American artist 
Winslow Homer painted this oil canvas in southern Virginia at the 
very end of Reconstruction. An immensely respectful and dignified 
representation, it shows John Canoe being dressed by his wife and 
another woman as the children watch in fascination. Behind the 
group stands a picket fence—presumably there for the same purpose 
as the picket fence in the illustration, to divide black space from 
white space. (Homer made this painting in the summer—thus the 
leafing trees—but records suggest that it was a Christmas ritual that 
the black family was reenacting for the artist.) (All rights reserved, 
The Metropolitan Museum of Art, Lazarus Fund, 1922. [22.220]) 


Take, for example, the “ridicule song” that was recorded by 
Harriet Jacobs. In writing about this very song, one folklorist argues 
that “the parallel with African songs of derision is evident.”64 But so 
is the parallel with the wassail songs of English begging bands, or at 


least the part of those songs that contained a threat (“Down will 
come butler, bowl, and all”). To be sure, instead of the threat of 
physical damage characteristic of the wassail songs, the John Canoe 
songs resorted to ridicule. But it is easy to see why. The ridiculing 
strategy could be (as this folklorist implies) an expression of 
ongoing African traditions, but it could also indicate that the John 
Canoers knew that they were not in a position to threaten their 
white patrons with physical harm. Ridicule was as far as they could 
go. In any event, it is easy to see how songs of ridicule would have 
been not merely understood but even brilliantly effective in white 
Southern society, where generosity was a sign of gentility (and the 
lack of it a sign of vulgarity). The overt message of such a song was 
not that its object was stingy but that he was poor. And such an 
announcement, even if it was meant sarcastically, amounted to a 
direct charge of low social status. In any case, the very prospect of 
being subjected to ridicule was an implicit threat, a threat that 
could have been just as effective as the threat to do damage. In that 
sense, the song of ridicule was a threat song. The song (like the 
entire John Canoe ritual) constituted behavior that must have 
marked the very limit of what was acceptable among slaves. 


Wartinc For THE JUBILEE: THE “Curistmas Riots” or 1865 


John Canoe marked the limits of what was permissible, but not of 
what was possible. On occasion slaves used Christmas to take 
control of their lives in ways that were far from symbolic. For 
example, the season offered them unique opportunities to escape 
slavery altogether by running away, taking advantage of the 
common Christmas privilege of traveling freely (and along roads 
that might now be crowded with unfamiliar black faces).6 
Christmas also presented a tempting occasion for more aggressive 
forms of resistance. Sanctioned disorders could always overstep the 
bounds and edge into violence, riot, or even revolt. A striking 
number of actual or rumored slave revolts were planned for the 
Christmas season—nearly one-third the known total, according to 


one historian. Accounts of Christmas insurrections were especially 
rampant in 1856, when they were reported in almost every slave 
state.©6 


But the most serious rumors of planned insurrections at Christmas 
—rumors that amounted, in the end, to very little—came just after 
the slaves were finally emancipated, with the end of the Civil War, 
in December 1865. That is the point at which the memory of the 
traditional rituals of the Southern Christmas converged with a 
moment of serious political crisis in the lives of both black and 
white Southerners. 


Some political history, then. If ever there was a time when the 
hopes of African-Americans were at fever pitch, it was in 1865. 
Those hopes had been raised by a set of executive orders and 
congressional acts, passed during the war itself, and for essentially 
military purposes. The Union army of General William Tecumseh 
Sherman had marched irresistibly through Georgia late in 1864, 
finally taking Savannah in late December. (Sherman telegraphed 
President Lincoln a famous message offering him Savannah as a 
“Christmas present.”) Sherman’s march had created a refugee army 
of slaves, tens of thousands of newly liberated people who were now 
impoverished and homeless, and who turned for assistance to the 
Northern troops. To deal with this army of refugees, General 
Sherman issued, in January 1865, a proclamation that would have 
important consequences: Special Field Order No. 15. This 
proclamation set aside for the freedmen any lands (in the area of his 
recent march) that had been confiscated by the Union army or 
abandoned by their white owners. These lands, to be divided into 
forty-acre lots, included some of the best real estate in Georgia and 
South Carolina. 


Two months later, in March, the United States Congress 
established a new federal agency, the Freedmen’s Bureau, designed 
to deal more systematically with the slaves’ difficult but imminent 
transition to freedom. The Freedmen’s Bureau adopted Sherman’s 
policy and extended it to the entire Confederacy. In late July, the 
head of the Freedmen’s Bureau, General Oliver O. Howard, issued to 


his staff “Circular No. 13” (a circular was a memorandum intended 
to circulate to all agents of an organization). The circular contained 
a set of procedures that would divide abandoned or confiscated 
Southern plantations into forty-acre lots and distribute them to 
black families. Each of these families would receive a written 
certificate of possession. (The policy became associated with the 
catch phrase “forty acres and a mule.”) 


But in the summer of 1865, with the war over, Lincoln dead, and 
Andrew Johnson in the White House, federal priorities in 
Washington underwent a significant change. President Johnson 
decided that the most important task facing the United States was 
not that of dealing with the freed slaves but rather that of 
reestablishing the loyalty of white Southerners. To accomplish this it 
was necessary to “restore” abandoned lands to their former owners. 
The President now instructed General Howard to reverse his policy 
and to withdraw Circular No. 13. The Freedmen’s Bureau was 
ordered to persuade the former slaves to abandon their hopes for 
land—and instead to sign labor contracts for the coming year with 
their former masters. 


Both blacks and whites knew this was a crucial issue. Each side 
knew that the key to the future lay not just in legal freedom from 
slavery but also in the linked questions of land and labor. Whoever 
was able to own the one would also be able to control the other. 
Without working on land that belonged to them (or that they could 
later purchase), the freedmen and their families would be at the 
mercy of their former owners. And both sides knew that plantation 
owners would never voluntarily sell their land to blacks. Without 
land reform, the freedmen could never control their own labor. They 
would be working under conditions that were almost identical to 
those imposed under slavery. 


The situation was profoundly muddled during the fall of 1865. 
Most agents of the Freedmens Bureau—though not all—were then 
dutifully engaged in trying to extinguish the very hopes they had 
earlier helped to spread.67 In reality the cause of land reform was 
lost. But many freedmen could not bring themselves to believe that 


they were being betrayed by the very people who had just liberated 
them. 


At this time of mixed and confusing messages, large numbers of 
Southern blacks came to pin their lingering hopes on the coming 
Christmas season. Word passed through the African-American 
community, often spread by Union soldiers, that when Christmas 
arrived the government would provide them with land and the other 
necessities of economic independence. An ex-slaveholder from 
Greensboro, Alabama, wrote to his daughter that the Union troops 
who were stationed near his plantation had assured his former 
slaves “that our lands were to be divided among them at Christmas,” 
and he added in frustration that they had already ceased doing any 
work: “Almost all are living along thoughtless of the future [and 
paying no attention to] what they will do after Christmas, when all 
will be turned adrift.”68 


It should not be surprising that the freedmen chose to hold such 
high hopes for the Christmas season, since for African-Americans 
Christmas had long been associated with a symbolic inversion of the 
social hierarchy—with grand gestures of paternalist generosity by 
the white patrons who had always governed their lives.69 In 1865 
those white patrons happened to be the government of the United 
States. To intensify black hopes still further, the Thirteenth 
Amendment to the U.S. Constitution (abolishing slavery) was due to 
take effect on December 18, one week to the day before Christmas. 


By mid-November of 1865, Southern newspapers were publishing 
stories about these Christmas dreams. One story insisted that blacks 
throughout the South continued to believe “that about Christmas 
they were to have lands partitioned among them; and _ their 
imaginations have been heated with the expectation of becoming 
landholders, and living as their old masters used to do without 
personal labor.” Another story (titled “The Negroes at Christmas 
Time”) reported that blacks throughout the South entertained 
expectations of “being furnished, about Christmas, by the 
Government, with the necessities of ‘housekeeping’... waiting in a 
life of ease and idleness, for the jubilee....” And a newspaper in 


Mississippi reported that “wildly credulous and wildly hopeful men 
are ... awaiting the millennium of the 25th of December, who 
expect a big division of land and plunder on that day.”7° 


Without personal labor... a life of ease and idleness ... awaiting the 
millennium ... waiting for the jubilee. For white Southerners these 
were also code words. What they meant was that many blacks had 
not returned to work for their old masters at war’s end (in fact, the 
crops of the 1865 season had largely gone unharvested), and that 
they were refusing to sign degrading labor contracts with their 
former masters for the coming season. Alabama landowner Henry 
Watson reported that “Not a solitary negro in the country has made 
a contract for next year. The soldiers told them not to make them, 
that if they did they would be branded and become slaves again!”71! 
Their refusal posed a serious threat to the regional economy and 
especially to the well-being of the planter class. 


It also indicated that the freedmen might be politically organized. 
Whites tended to interpret the hopes of the freedmen as aggressive 
and threatening, a sign that they were ready to turn to violence. 
And whites, like blacks, looked to the Christmas season as the time 
when matters would finally come to a head. Interpretations varied 
as to precisely how, and for what reason, violence would break out. 
Some whites thought it would happen spontaneously.72 An Atlanta 
newspaper warned that the holiday might start out as a “frolic,” but 
that it would soon turn into something considerably more menacing. 
Emboldened by alcohol and encouraged by “bad white men,” the 
blacks could be easily “persuaded to ... commit outrage and 
violence.” A planter from South Carolina told a visiting reporter that 
“some families will be murdered and some property destroyed,” and 
he concluded ominously, “It will begin the work of extermination. ”73 


The fears of the one race commingled in a volatile fashion with 
the hopes of the other. As December approached, an increasing 
number of Southern whites became convinced that the freedmen 
were actively plotting an organized insurrection. All across the 
South, “apprehensions” of such an insurrection during the Christmas 
holidays were reported (and spread) by newspapers. In mid- 


November a Louisiana newspaper reported that “there is an 
increasing dread of what may turn up in the future. The negroes are, 
by some means, procuring arms, and are daily becoming more 
insolent.” Toward the end of the month the Cincinnati Daily Enquirer 
headlined a story “a necRo conspIRACY DISCOVERED IN Mississipp!” and explained 
that “a conspiracy had been organized among the blacks, extending 
from the Mississippi River to South Carolina, and that an 
insurrection was contemplated about Christmas.””4 Such stories 
were printed and reprinted by newspapers throughout the South. 
Some of the rumors were quite detailed. A letter printed in the New 
Orleans True Delta cited a “reliable” report that blacks would 
collectively revolt “on the night before Christmas” and “wreak their 
vengeance” on whites whose names had already been chosen. The 
victims were to be identified to their attackers “by signs and marks 
placed on each house and place of business’—these marks would 
consist of coded numbers, as well as the letters X and O “set in chalk 
marks.”75 


Ir was largely to the Freedmen’s Bureau that there fell the task of 
persuading the freedmen that Christmas would not be ushering in 
the “jubilee,” that further disruption of the Southern economy 
would harm them as well as whites, that the signing of labor 
contracts was now their best available recourse—and that 
insurrection would be futile. Under orders from President Johnson 
himself, the head of the Freedmen’s Bureau, General O. O. Howard, 
spent the late fall touring the South in order to communicate these 
points. On November 12, General Howard sent a policy statement to 
his staff: 


It is constantly reported to the Commissioner and his agents that the free [d] 
men have been deceived as to the intentions of the Government. It is said that 
lands will be taken from the present holders and be divided among them on 
next Christmas or New Year’s. This impression, wherever it exists, is wrong. 
All officers and agents of the Bureau are hereby directed to take every 


possible means to remove so erroneous and injurious an impression. They will 


further endeavor to overcome other false reports that have been industriously 
spread abroad, with a purpose to unsettle labor and give rise to disorder and 
suffering. Every proper means will be taken to secure fair written agreements 
or contracts for the coming year, and the freedmen instructed that it is for 


their best interests to look to the property-holders for employment....7© 


On another occasion, General Howard warned the freedmen directly 
that there would be “no division of lands, that nothing is going to 
happen at Christmas, that... [you] must go to work [and] make 
contracts for next year.... [I]nsurrection will lead to nothing but 
[your] destruction.” Most agents of the Bureau dutifully (if 
reluctantly) passed along the word that the freedmens Christmas 
hopes were nothing but a pipe dream—or, as a Memphis newspaper 
put it, “a la mode Santa Claus.” Colonel William E. Strong, the 
bureaus inspector general, addressed a group of Texas freedmen in 
plain language: 


I have been sent here from Washington, to make a speech to the colored 
people. I have little to say, and that is in plain words. Winter is coming on— 
go back to your former masters, work, be obedient, and show that you are 
worthy of freedom. You expect the Government to divide your late master’s 
lands out to you, and about the first of January you will get buggies and 
carriages; but you are mistaken. You will not get a cent. It all belongs to the 
former owners, and you will not get anything unless you work for it. It is true 
that rations have been given to some of you, but you will not get any more. 
You have had good masters, I know. I have been through here long enough to 


find out for myself.”7 


But white Southerners were skeptical about whether such a 
cautionary message would be heeded by the black community. What 
was needed, one newspaper argued (in a sarcastic reference to the 
abolitionist leanings and the New England background of many 
Freedmen’s Bureau officials) was straight talk from “imposing” men 
“who were born at least one thousand miles distant from Cape Cod.” 
Of course, the planters themselves reiterated the message to their 
ex-slaves. But the slaves would not heed their warnings, either. As 
one Mississippi newspaper conceded, “It amounts to nothing for 


former masters and mistresses to read these orders to negroes.... 
They do not believe anything we can tell them.”78 


Some whites consciously manipulated the fear of an insurrection 
as a way of convincing state and federal authorities to allow 
Southern whites to rearm themselves—and to disarm (and harass) 
the freedmen. An Alabama official used just such an argument in a 
letter to the governor of that state: “I am anxious to organize the 
local company. It is feared the negroes will be troublesome about 
Christmas unless there is some organization that can keep them in 
subjection.”79 


But many whites were truly fearful. The mistress of one plantation 
near Columbia, South Carolina, later recalled how she was terrified 
by the nocturnal singing that came from what until recently had 
been her slave cabins—singing that evoked “expectations of a horde 
pouring into our houses to cut our throats and dance like fiends over 
our remains.”80 


It is possible that some African-Americans were indeed harboring 
thoughts (if not making plans) of a Christmas revolt. But those plans 
could hardly have amounted to a coordinated conspiracy. What is 
far more likely is an explanation that places both white fears and 
black hopes in the context of the intense expectations that normally 
surrounded Christmas on the slave plantarions. For if Christmas was 
a time when slaves expected gestures of paternalist largesse, it was 
also a time when they were used to “acting up.” (In that sense, the 
Atlanta paper may have been shrewd in suggesting that the 
Christmas insurrection might begin as a “frolic”) 


What was happening in late 1865 was that a serious, contested set 
of political and economic issues—issues involving the radical 
redistribution of property and the radical realignment of power— 
chanced to converge with a holiday season whose ordinary rituals 
had always pointed, however symbolically, to just such a 
redistribution of property and just such a realignment of power. On 
both sides of the color line there was a shared mythos about 
Christmas that made the holiday loom with ominous weight in the 
watershed year of white defeat and black emancipation. 


Tuere was no insurrection. Confrontations, yes—even, in a number of 
cities, violent riots. The most serious of these was in Alexandria, 
Virginia, where two people were killed. But it soon transpired that 
the Alexandria riot was actually initiated by whites, and that both 
victims were black. By December 28 or 29, it was clear that the 
danger had subsided. “The ides of Christmas are past,” one Southern 
paper proclaimed, “without any insurrection of the colored 
population of the late slave holding states. There is no probability of 
any combination of freedmen for hostile purposes; neither are they 
likely to combine, at present, for political or industrial objects.” 
Another paper simply reported that “some cases of collision between 
blacks and whites occurred on Christmas, but there was no 
organized demonstration on the part of the former.”8! 


It was now possible to reinterpret the events of December 25, to 
put them back into the old, familiar antebellum categories. 
Newspapers reassured their readers that such “collisions” as did 
occur were “isolated” events, and that they were not even political 
in nature but merely a function of old-fashioned Christmas 
rowdiness—occasioned by alcohol, not ideology. The Virginia 
correspondent of a Washington newspaper reported with relief that 
“a few brawls in Norfolk and Portsmouth were the result of whiskey, 
and had no political significance whatever.” “Too much whiskey,” 
claimed one paper; “much bad whiskey,” added another; “some 
colored men, very much under the influence of bad whiskey,” 
chimed in a third.82 And the newspapers now reported arrests for 
drunkenness and disorderly conduct by placing their notices in the 
police log, not the political columns. The racial identity of the 
offenders now hardly mattered. On December 27, the Richmond 
Daily Whig reported that “Christmas was celebrated in this city with 
unprecedented hilarity.” 


It was more a street than a home celebration. “King Alcohol” 
asserted his sway and held possession of the town from Christmas 
eve until yesterday morning. Liquor and_ fire-crackers had 
everything their own way. A disposition was manifested to make up 
for lost time. This was the first real old fashioned Christmas frolic 


that has been enjoyed in the South for four years. The pent up 
dissipations and festivities of four Christmas days were crowded into 
this one day....83 


By December 29, the New Orleans Picayune even chose to use 
humor as a way of marginalizing the racial content of the violence 
that had indeed erupted in that city on Christmas Day. Under the 
heading “rvery ONE OUGHT? BE ELOQUENT IN HIS OWN DEFENSE,” the paper reported 
that one white man, arrested on Christmas for rowdy behavior, 
testified in his defense: “‘Your honor, I am charged with being a 
disturber of the peace. It is a mistake, your honor. I have kept more 
than a hundred niggers off the streets these Christmas times. May it 
please your honor, I have a bad cold.”’The man’s case was 
dismissed.84 


?ueE crisis had passed, and it was now possible for white Southerners 
to return to the underlying problem—the collective refusal of the 
freedmen to work for their old masters. That would take care of 
itself, the New Orleans Daily Picayune explained, as the freedmen 
came to understand that their “true friends” were the Southern 
planter class and not the Northern demagogues who had falsely 
promised them land. When that truth at last dawned upon them—as 
it inevitably would—“they will learn where to learn their own true 
interest and duty.” 


The same editorial went on to explain bluntly just what that 
would mean: 


As the season passes by without bringing them the possessions they coveted, 
and the license to be idle, which they expected with them, and they learn that 
they must look for support to themselves—for the government will decline to 
help those who do not help themselves—the relations of labor to capital will 
begin to be freed from one of the most perplexing of the elements that have 
kept them unsettled; and to adjust themselves upon the natural basis of the 
mutual dependence of planter and freedmen on justice to each other for their 


mutual prosperity.®° 


In other words, the freedmen would soon be forced back into 
virtual slavery. A newspaper in Richmond even resorted to a 
nostalgic evocation of the old interracial Christmas rituals, along 
with a rueful acknowledgment that the planters were unable to 
perform the role of patrons in the gift exchange. Not only would the 
freedmen fail to receive their masters’ land, but they might even 
have to do without the “usual presents” they customarily received 
on this occasion. But that was an aberration, indicating only that the 
planters were temporarily impoverished and not that race relations 
had changed: 


Heretofore every one of these four millions of beings expected and received a 
Christmas present, and partook of the master’s good cheer. Now, alas, that 
former master is penniless, and he who depended upon his bounty is a 
homeless wanderer. The warm blanket, the cheerful fire, the substantial fare, 
the affectionate greetings, and the gifts they have been accustomed to receive 


at the hands of old and young will, we fear, be sadly missed. 


The Richmond editor summed up the prospect by referring to the 
eclipse of an old tradition: “The familiar salutation of Christmas gift, 
master,’ will not be heard.” But the real object of this nostalgia was 
the master’s loss, not the disappointment of his former slaves. That 
point came across clearly enough in the editor’s concluding shot, an 
expression of hope that in another year or so things would be back 
to normal for the freedmen—‘“that their future condition may be 
better than their condition is at present, and that the next Christmas 
may dawn upon a thrifty, contented and well regulated negro 
peasantry.”8® 


Even now, with the Civil War lost and the black population 
legally free, the capital city of the Confederacy continued to link 
rituals of Christmas misrule with the maintenance of the antebellum 
racial hierarchy. A “contented and well regulated negro peasantry” 
was, after all, just what was needed to sustain a prosperous class of 
white planters. The cry of “Christmas gift!” would be music to their 
ears. 


* On the other hand, Charles Ball, a freed black who had for many years been a slave in 
South Carolina, suggested in 1831 that masters had the upper hand, and that slaves had 
lost their traditional privileges as a result of the introduction of large-scale cotton 
production in the early nineteenth century. Ball observed that in South Carolina, Christmas 
“comes in the very midst of cotton picking. The richest and best part of the crop has been 
secured ... but large quantities of cotton still remain in the field, and every pound that can 
be saved from the winds, or the plough of the next spring, is a gain of its value, to the 
owner of the estate. For these reasons, which are very powerful on the side of the master, 
there is [ca. 1830] but little Christmas on a large cotton plantation. In lieu of the week of 
holiday, which formerly prevailed even in Carolina, before cotton was cultivated as a crop, 
the master now gives the people a dinner of meat, on Christmas-day, and distributes among 
them their annual allowance of winter clothes....” Ball remembered exactly how and when 
the change had come about: “As Christmas of the year 1805 approached, we were all big 
with hope of obtaining three or four days, at least, if not a week of holliday [sic]; but when 
the day at length arrived, we were sorely disappointed, for on Christmas eve, when we had 
come from the field with out cotton, the overseer fell into a furious passion, and swore at 
us all for our laziness, and many other bad qualities. He then told us that he had intended 
to give us three days, if we had worked well, but that we had been so idle, and had left so 
much cotton yet to be picked in the field, that he found it impossible to give us more than 
one day; but that he would go to the house, and endeavor to procure a meat dinner for us, 
and a dram in the morning.... We went to work as usual the next morning, and continued 
our labor through the week, as if Christmas had been stricken from the calendar.” Charles 
Ball, Slavery in the United States: A Narrative of the Life and Adventures of Charles Ball, A 
Black Man (Lewiston, Pa., 1836), 206-208. 


* Francis Fedric, an escaped slave, claimed that his master actually forced his slaves to 
get drunk, and that he explicitly told them he did so in order to force them to internalize 
their enslavement: “About Christmas, my master would give four or five days’ holiday to 
his slaves; during which time, he supplied them plentifully with new whiskey, which kept 
them in a continual state of beastly intoxication. He often absolutely forced them to drink 
more, when they had told him they had had enough. He would call them together, and say, 
‘Now, you slaves, don’t you see what bad use you have been making of your liberty? Don’t 
you think you had better have a master, to look after you, to make you work, and keep you 
from such a brutal state, which is a disgrace to you, and would ultimately be an injury to 
the community at large?’ Some of the slaves, in that whining, cringing manner, which is 


one of the baneful effects of slavery, would reply, ‘Yees, Massa; if we go on in dis way, no 


good at all.’ Thus, by an artfully-contrived plan, the slaves themselves are made to put the 
seal upon their own servitude.” (Francis Fedric, Slave Life in Virginia and Kentucky; or, Fifty 
Years of Slavery in the Southern States of America. By Francis Fedric, an Escaped Slave 
(London, 1863), 28. 


EPm.ocue: 


The Ghosts of Christmas Past 


CuristmMas IN "TUSKEGEE 


t was the cry of “Christmas gift!” that awakened Booker T. 

Washington one night in 1880, that first winter in Tuskegee, 

Alabama. But the cry was not music to his ears. Washington and 
his wife first realized that the holiday season had arrived when, past 
midnight on Christmas Eve, local black children began “rapping at 
our doors, asking for ‘Chris’mus gifts! Chris’mus gifts!’” The visits 
continued almost without pause until dawn: “Between the hours of 
two o’clock and five o’clock in the morning I presume we must have 
had a half-hundred such calls.”! 


Those calls were merely a foretaste of the holiday week to come— 
a week that, as Washington put it, “gave us an opportunity to get a 
farther insight into the real life of the people.” And Booker T. 
Washington did not like what he learned: 


We found that for a whole week the coloured people in and around Tuskegee 
dropped work the day before Christmas, and that it was difficult to get any 
one to perform any service from the time they stopped work until after the 
New Year. Persons who at other times did not use strong drink thought it 
quite the proper thing to indulge in it freely during the Christmas week. 
There was a widespread hilarity, and a free use of guns, pistols, and 
gunpowder generally. 


Then there were the frolics, held every night of Christmas week in 
one of the cabins that once had served as slave quarters on the local 


plantation. Washington described the frolics as “a kind of rough 
dance, where there was likely to be a good deal of whiskey used, 
and where there might be some shooting or cutting with razors.” 
Perhaps redundantly, he added, “The sacredness of the season 
seemed to have been almost wholly lost sight of.” 


In one cabin I noticed that all that the five children had to remind them of 
the coming of Christ was a single bunch of firecrackers, which they had 
divided among them.... In still another family I found nothing but a new jug 
of whiskey, which the husband and wife were making free use of, 
notwithstanding the fact that the husband was one of the local ministers.... In 
other homes some member of the family had bought a new pistol. In the 
majority of cases there was nothing to be seen in the cabin to remind one of 
the coming of the Saviour, except that the people had ceased work in the 


fields and were lounging about their homes. 


The “lounging about” may have bothered Washington more than 
anything else. He even encountered an old local black preacher 
“who tried to convince me, from the experience Adam had in the 
Garden of Eden, that God had cursed all labor, and that, therefore, it 
was a sin for any man to work.” Washington recognized the irony of 
the situation: The old preacher was “supremely happy” during 
Christmas week, “because he was living, as he expressed it, through 
one week that was free from sin.” 


Familiar material. Nor was Booker T. Washington the first 
African-American to criticize it. In slavery days, many black people, 
from pious Baptists and Methodists to secular radicals like Frederick 
Douglass, had decried the carnival aspects of the slave Christmas, 
arguing that it demeaned those who engaged in it. 


Washington, too, understood that these practices were the 
lingering residue of slavery. But he managed to conclude the story 
he told on a happier note. In fact, Washington used his account of 
that first Christmas in Tuskegee to introduce a chapter devoted to 
the profound change he was able to produce in the character and 
habits of poor young black men who attended the famous college he 
established there. Washington went on to show the contrast between 


what he experienced in 1880 and the kind of Christmas celebration 
that he introduced to his students at Tuskegee. The transformation 
of Christmas was a paradigm of the larger changes he had set out to 
accomplish. 


In the school we made a special effort to teach our students the meaning of 
Christmas, and to give them lessons in its proper observance. In this we have 
been successful to a degree that makes me feel safe in saying that the season 
now has a new meaning, not only through all that immediate region, but, in a 


measure, wherever our graduates have gone. 


At the present time one of the most satisfactory features of the Christmas 
and Thanksgiving seasons at Tuskegee is the unselfish and beautiful way our 
graduates and students spend their time in ministering to the comfort and 


happiness of others, especially the unfortunate. 


Booker T. Washington may have been exaggerating a little, but 
his success as an educator and administrator leaves little room to 
doubt the fundamental reality of his claim. A Tuskegee education 
meant both a change of behavior and an interior change of spirit, a 
reformation that Washington hoped would allow his students to 
integrate into mainstream American society. As Washington 
understood when he wrote his 1901 autobiography, Up from Slavery, 
Christmas provided an apt and powerful symbol of that very 
reformation. 


And it provides us with an interesting reminder, a reminder that 
such a reform could and did originate within the African-American 
community itself. It is easy to think of the suppression of the 
carnival Christmas only as something that was imposed from 
outside. But this wasn’t the case. The suppression also came from 
within. Booker T. Washington’s students came to Tuskegee, in the 
depressing post-Reconstruction years that witnessed the emergence 
of Jim Crow, as members of a demeaned and betrayed group of 
Americans. They had little to risk, and a world to gain, by learning 
the skills and the values associated with respectable white society, 
including an appreciation of a “new meaning” for Christmas. In 
hindsight, there is something poignant about their efforts; we now 


know that even educated African-Americans were unable to achieve 
the respect and security that Booker T. Washington staked his career 
on providing, and to us what they lost in the process of reforming 
themselves may be more valuable than what they gained. But we 
should not doubt that for Washington and his students, learning a 
new meaning for Christmas seemed a form of empowerment. 
Suppression from outside was the most dramatic vehicle by which 
the old Christmas traditions came to an end. But it was not the only 
one. 


Joxun Canor anp THE Wren Boys 


John Canoe, too, eventually disappeared from the American 
mainland. It was still going strong in North Carolina as late as the 
1880s, but by the turn of the twentieth century the old ritual had 
pretty much disappeared. Its ultimate suppression closely mirrors 
what we have just seen. According to interviews with elderly black 
residents of Wilmington, North Carolina, taken by a folklorist 
around 1940, the decline of the ritual was the result of new 
pressures both from whites and from within the black community. 


What seems to have played the decisive role in suppressing the 
John Canoe bands was the emergence of a new political culture 
among the white people of Wilmington, a reformist culture that was 
unwilling to tolerate public drunkenness and the rowdy behavior 
that accompanied it. One black resident later recalled: “‘De 
policemen usta run the kooners because dey would get drunk and 
kick up a lot of fuss.’”” Another’s analysis was more elaborate: 


Kooner was ragin’ here "bout 1882 but hit done died out ’bout 1900. De 
reason hit died out was dat different city mayors came in to hold office and 
dey stopped all dat. Each Christmas hit got less and less and finally the city 


officers stopped dem from marching down de main street. 


A key event may have been a serious riot that occurred during the 
1898 John Canoe parade. In any event, one woman reported simply 


that “‘de whites finally run all de kooners away.” 


But the folklorist who conducted these interviews also reported 
that John Canoe began to be opposed by black ministers who felt 
that the custom “tended to degrade the Negroes in the eyes of the 
white people of the community,” together with members of the 
emergent black middle class, who “began to look upon the 
exhibition as one that lowered their status in the eyes of the whites. 
They disliked to see ‘their folks making a fool of themselves.’” And 
apparently some of the John Canoers themselves began to feel the 
same way. One old unreconstructed Wilmington black man reported 
that the “kooner folk got dicty [i.e., snobbish, high-class]. Then dey 
gave up ruffian’s ways. Dey got educated.” Booker T. Washington 
might have phrased it differently, but he would have been delighted 
with the result.2 


All in all, then, the John Canoe ceremony fell victim to a 
combination of external suppression and internal reform. In its 
essentials, that was just what became of similar forms of Christmas 
revelry within white communities throughout Western culture. And 
it provides a model for exploring the transformation of Christmas in 
the white working-class culture of the nineteenth century as well. 


Consider the Irish. In the 1840s Ireland constituted the major 
source of immigration to America, and that land was the major 
source of new membership in the American industrial working class. 
In those very years, as it happens, there was a major battle within 
the Irish community over the use of alcohol—even when it was used 
as part of the Christmas festivities. 


Irish Christmas rituals in the early nineteenth century will be 
familiar to readers of this book, as they are reminiscent of both the 
English practices described in Chapter 1 and the slave practices 
described in Chapter 7. Even when the Irish rituals were religious, 
they retained the rowdy old carnival note—alcohol, sex, and 
aggressive begging. Take the midnight Mass on Christmas Eve, for 
example. This event (it was held outdoors, illuminated by great 
bonfires) was usually preceded and followed by what a nineteenth- 
century Irish writer termed “jovial orgies,” perambulating groups 


who engaged in heavy drinking that often led to illicit sexual 
couplings.? By the 1830s, the church itself had largely abolished the 
midnight Mass. 


Other Irish Christmas rituals lacked even the veneer of religion. In 
one urban version of the English wassail, during the weeks before 
Christmas, several hours before daybreak each night, a group of 
serenaders would stop at the houses of all the prosperous residents, 
calling out the hour of the morning and declaring the state of the 
weather (this ritual was known as “Calling the Waits”). The 
serenaders waited until Christmas Day to go around to every door, 
collecting “the expected remuneration.” In one instance, in 
Kilkenny, the lead performer was accompanied each year by a dozen 
youths in blackface (a “retinue of young negroes,” as they were 
termed in the original account), who stopped at the house of “every 
respectable family in the city;” there they would drink a holiday 
toast and be given a half crown in return. (According to this 
account, the members of the group often became so drunk that they 
had to be carried back to their own houses. )4 


The best-known wassail ritual in rural Ireland involved groups of 
youths known as the Wren Boys. Dressed up in rags, ribbons and 
bits of colored paper (reminiscent of the John Canoers), the Wren 
Boys would march noisily through their village—stopping, of 
course, to sing in front of rich people’s houses. (One of their songs is 
virtually identical to the “Gloustershire Wassail,” quoted in Chapter 
1. After asking for beer, this group of Wren Boys proceeded to 
pronounce the familiar mix of promise and threat: “And if you 
dhraw it ov the best, /I hope in heaven yer sowl will rest; / But if 
you dhraw it ov the small, / It won’t agree wid’de wran boys at 
all.”)5 


But here, too, there was a change, a change initiated and spread 
from within. Beginning in the late 1830s, Ireland was swept by its 
own indigenous temperance movement, led by a Roman Catholic 
priest who was locally born and bred, Father Theobald Mathew 
(1790-1856). Father Mathew demanded total abstinence (or 
teetotalism), and he called on people to sign a written pledge that 


they would give up all forms of alcohol, in any amount. His 
movement swept through the Irish countryside like the religious 
revival it actually was, resonating deeply in both rural and urban 
areas. By 1842 an astonishing five million people had signed the 
temperance pledge.® 


Much like Booker T. Washington’s more systematic program of 
personal reform at Tuskegee, the Irish temperance movement took 
hold because it held out the promise of restoring dignity and self- 
respect to a conquered and oppressed people. In fact, Father 
Mathew’s movement was deeply intertwined with the political 
movement for Irish independence from England. And Father 
Mathew himself promised his potential followers that sobriety 
would be a means of achieving social advancement for themselves 
and their children.” 


Needless to say, Father Mathew’s temperance crusade had an 
effect on the old Christmas rituals. For this there exists a wonderful 
account, in the form of a diary kept by a wealthy English 
gentlewoman, Elizabeth Smith, who, together with her husband, 
managed a large estate in the Irish countryside in the years around 
1840. The husband seems to have played the part of country squire 
to his dependents (she called them his “pensioners”), offering them 
gifts and forgiving their debts at Christmastime.’ Elizabeth Smith 
did not object to the begging, and her diary shows that she was 
quite happy to play her own part in the ritual. What troubled her 
was that many of these dependents had chosen to give up drinking! 
On Christmas morning, 1840, she made a mistake that haunted her 
throughout the day: “I forgot teetotalism when I mixed the 
puddings,” she wrote, “and not one of the outside men would taste 
them.” Mrs. Smith expressed grudging (and condescending) pleasure 
with the reformation—that “these unruly people have such self- 
command where they think it a sin to yield to temptation.” But she 
was also disappointed that the old ways were changing. “What a 
pity,” she mused, referring to her oversight—or was it to her 
tenants’ new-found sobriety? 


In any case, early the following morning the Smiths were 
awakened by a group of Wren Boys shouting “a regular reveilee— 
the Wren—under our windows.” The Wren boys, too, were keeping 
sober, and once again Mrs. Smith took note of the dampening 
effects: “This morning there were no young women of the party as 
there used to be. Maybe they don’t find it merry enough now that 
whiskey a’n’t in fashion.”? 

It’s a fascinating reversal. Here in rural Ireland, we can witness a 
mid-nineteenth-century instance of exactly what both Frederick 
Douglass and Booker T. Washington claimed was true of the 
American South—a representative of the ruling classes who wished 
to see the Christmas drinking continue, and her dependents, who 
decided to stop it themselves. 


From the mid-1840s on, just after Father Mathew’s movement 
reached its peak, Irish people began to emigrate in massive numbers 
to the United States. Many of these immigrants had been affected by 
the movement, and others joined it after they arrived in America. 
Father Mathew himself spent two and a half years (from 1849 to 
1851) touring the United States, spreading the total-abstinence 
pledge chiefly among his newly arrived countrymen. (This was the 
very time the American temperance movement was hitting a crest of 
its own, one that would inspire a wave of prohibitionist legislation 
in several American states. All six New England states, for example, 
passed temperance laws between 1851 and 1855). Eventually, Irish- 
American newspapers that supported the cause of independence 
from England also began to print Clement Clarke Moore’s “Visit 
from St. Nicholas” on Christmas Day.1° 


A Lecat Hotway 


This puts in place the final large element in the process by which a 
carnival Christmas was replaced by a domestic one. Victory in the 
battle for Christmas in America resulted from a convergence of 
interests that melded a variety of groups and classes. In the first 


place, as we have seen, the domestic reform of Christmas was an 
enterprise of patricians, fearful for their authority. (In New York, 
the reform was part of a larger project that was a response to the 
democratization and commercialization of the city—a strategic shift 
from the use of politics to that of culture as a way of retaining control 
of urban life.) That domestic reform, examined in Chapters 2 and 3, 
led to (and was part of) the development of a commercial Christmas 
trade (examined in Chapter 4). As such a trade developed, 
merchants needed the streets to be free of drunks and rowdies in 
order to secure them for Christmas shoppers. And shoppers 
themselves needed to feel secure in the streets. 


But finally, especially in the 1840s and afterward, the 
development that I have just traced occurred—a reform from within 
the working classes themselves. With at least some working-class 
support for a domestic Christmas added to the existing (and 
growing) enthusiasm of the middle classes and the remnants of the 
old elite, something new began to happen. Christmas Day became 
officially recognized as a legal holiday in the United States. It was 
the individual states, one by one, that passed the necessary 
legislation. The movement swept the nation during the two decades 
that began in the mid-1840S. By 1865, twenty-seven out of thirty- 
six states (along with four territories) had set December 25 apart as 
a day when certain kinds of ordinary business could not legally be 
transacted. 


There was an intriguing pattern to this legalization process, a 
pattern that can be detected by focusing on those states that were 
relatively late in granting legal recognition to Christmas Day. Of the 
twenty-four states that joined the United States no later than 1820 
(the “first generation” of states, as we might think of them), by 1865 
all but five had made December 25 a legal holiday. What is striking 
about the list is that four of the five states that had not done so were 
slave states—the two Carolinas, Mississippi, and Missouri. (Two 
other slave states, Texas and Florida—both admitted to the Union in 
1845—waited until 1879 and 1881, respectively, to legalize 
Christmas.) The slave South seems to have been the laggard in this 


matter. Not New England, surely—all six states in that supposedly 
Puritan region of the country had recognized Christmas between 
1845 and 1861 (Connecticut being the first to do so, and New 
Hampshire the last).!! 


To be sure, the pattern was not universal. The first three states to 
legalize Christmas all permitted slavery, while the final member of 
the “first generation” to do so—Indiana, in 1875—was a free state. 
And the Civil War itself may have had something to do with the 
South’s relative recalcitrance (though the war did not stop Northern 
states from proceeding on this score). In any case, the meaning of 
the pattern is not fully evident, but there is one possible 
explanation. It has to do with how much pressure there was in any 
given state for a formal, legislatively mandated release from work at 
Christmas. Such pressure was strongest in New England, the most 
heavily industrialized part of the United States, but less so in the 
slave South, an agricultural region that was still governed (as we 
have seen) by a seasonal rhythm that may have made it unnecessary 
to dictate a holiday by force of law. 


This hypothesis is partly borne out by looking at the Christmas 
legislation in a single, highly industrialized state—Massachusetts. 12 
Christmas achieved legal recognition in Massachusetts in a pair of 
laws, passed in 1855 and 1856, respectively, during two turbulent 
sessions of a reform-minded legislature that was under the majority 
control of an insurgent “third party,” the American Party—better 
known as the “Know-Nothings.” The Know-Nothings are best 
remembered today for a single plank in their platform, a nativist 
hostility to the immigrants who were flocking to New England. But 
just as important, the Know-Nothings were a party that represented 
native-born urban workers (who actually held almost 25 percent of 
the total seats in 1855). The legislation passed by the Massachusetts 
Know-Nothing legislatures included measures to suppress gambling, 
prostitution, and—especially—the use of alcohol (the penalty for 
selling a single glass of liquor was six months’ imprisonment). It also 
included a set of antislavery laws, as well as laws related to 
industrial welfare and safety in the workplace. The Know-Nothings 


almost succeeded in passing a bill that would have ensured factory 
workers a maximum ten-hour day. A recent study of the 
Massachusetts Know-Nothing legislature concludes that most of its 
legislation “specifically addressed the needs of an _ industrial 
society.”!3 


The pro-labor sympathies of the 1855-56 Massachusetts 
legislature are suggested by the terms of the pair of laws that 
recognized Christmas Day. The 1855 law simply barred the 
collection of commercial paper on Christmas (as well as July 4), 
with the intention of putting a stop to large-scale commercial 
transactions. The 1856 law went further. It established Christmas 
and July 4, along with Washington’s Birthday (previously 
unrecognized), as holidays for state workers, closing down “all 
public offices” on those days. (The expectation was that closing state 
offices would have a domino effect, leading to the closing of other 
businesses as well.) The import of this gesture is underlined by a 
further provision of the law, one that established a Monday holiday 
when any of the three dates fell on the Sabbath. Such a provision 
ensured that state workers would always receive a separate day off 
on these three annual occasions. In other words, Washington’s 
Birthday was not afforded legal recognition simply for “patriotic” 
reasons, nor was Christmas afforded that recognition simply out of 
“religious” considerations. 


The point is underscored when we examine the actual legislative 
debate that took place over the 1856 holiday bill. While the 
inclusion of Christmas as a possible Monday holiday served only to 
extend the law of 1855, the addition of Washington’s Birthday to 
the bill provided a lightning rod for opposition to the entire bill, 
opposition that came chiefly from rural areas of Massachusetts. One 
rural representative argued that the legislature “should not take it 
upon itself to interrupt the business of the community.” In reply, a 
representative from Boston declared that “[h]e favored the bill 
because he would have the number of holidays increased for the 
benefit of the working classes.” And a representative from a nearby 
industrial town supported that position and added: “From January 


to January, there was one ceaseless strife and care; men were going 
down to early graves, just for want of a sufficient number of days of 
recreation.” 14 


For many workers, the “want” of leisure time may have been 
particularly acute during the Christmas season. The acceleration of a 
commercial holiday trade during the 1820s, 1830s and 1840s meant 
that for an increasing number of Americans, December was now a 
season of increased work, not leisure. That was especially true of the 
workers who actually produced the holiday goods. On the one hand, 
such a development helped to ensure ongoing income during a part 
of the hitherto slow winter season. But on the other, it meant that 
the workers who produced goods for the holiday trade were losing 
the leisure that would have enabled them to take the Christmas 
season as a time of intense relaxation. In other words, a generation 
earlier, when the very rhythms of an agricultural society dictated a 
season of leisure, there had been no need for “legal” recognition of 
Christmas as a holiday. Little wonder, then, that the development of 
a holiday trade should have generated working-class support for at 
least a single day of leisure in which laborers, too—women as well 
as men—might consume a share of the holiday goods instead of 
producing it. 

In short, by mid-century a variety of interests had converged to 
agree on the point that Christmas deserved civic recognition. This 
point brought together laborers and capitalists, producers and 
consumers, clients and patrons. By the 1860s, in all but a handful of 
states, there seems to have been no significant opposition to making 
December 25 a legal holiday. Before long, there was virtual 
unanimity on that score, and it has continued to the present. Today 
it is impossible to imagine the date as a purely private, voluntary 
event. Indeed, Christmas has become the most important single civic 
celebration in the American calendar year. 


Purm Anp Tue Buives: Remains Or Tue Day 


But odd residual pockets of resistance to a domestic Christmas 
remain even to this day, as vestiges of carnival behavior. Think of 
the office parties commonly held just before Christmas—occasions 
marked by otherwise-unthinkable gestures of familiarity between 
supervisors and their (often secretarial) support staff; the whole 
lubricated by a supply of free alcohol. More obvious still, think of 
New Year’s Eve, the one day in the holiday season when rowdy 
public behavior is almost universally expected and even sanctioned. 
In the early nineteenth century, of course, “Christmas” and “New 
Year’s” were often barely distinguished from each other (we have 
seen that Christmas trees were commonly set up on New Year’s Eve, 
and several early printings of “The Night Before Christmas” were 
actually retitled “The Night Before New Year”). But by the latter 
part of the century, as Christmas Day secured its role as a time for 
children and presents, it was to New Year’s Eve that most of the 
vestiges of carnival behavior fell.15 


In recent years, though, we have been seeing a movement to 
“reform” New Year’s Eve itself. The movement has resulted in the 
introduction of so-called First Night celebrations held in many 
American cities beginning in about 1980. Supported by downtown 
businesses, First Night events have been allowed to retain the public 
aura of the older holiday, but—and in this they are reminiscent of 
the nineteenth-century battle for Christmas—they are essentially 
efforts to suppress the use of alcohol. It is no coincidence that the 
First Night phenomenon has emerged from something that is very 
much like a late-twentieth-century temperance movement. 


Tuere are Other pockets of carnival Christmas that are less obvious but 
even more interesting. Take the African-American community, for 
example. Even many Southern blacks who were pious and ordinarily 
sober insisted on drinking and frolicking at Christmastime. The folk 
singer Huddie Ledbetter, for example (better known as “Leadbelly”), 
recalled from his childhood around the turn of the century that even 
though his family attended church on Christmas Eve (the Ledbetters 


were fiercely committed Southern Baptists), after that they would 
drink hard liquor and dance all night for a full week. 16 


African-American Christmas music is still largely associated with 
such carnival behavior—at least in the blues, that quintessential 
African-American genre. I have found scarcely a single example of a 
conventional “children’s” Christmas in blues music, but there are at 
least a score of Christmas blues about romance. “I begin to whoopee 
when it is almost Christmas time,” one such blues begins. “If I don’t 
get it by Christmas,” another one ends, “I’ll have a New Year’s 
blues.” And a third simply imagines that the day after Christmas is 
really St. Valentine’s Day. Remember that Christmas in the slave 
South was a time of carnival for most slaves.!7 


Several Christmas blues simply associate the holiday with reunion 
with a woman—as in a very famous song, “Hellhound on My Trail,” 
recorded in 1937 by the legendary musician Robert Johnson about a 
man on the run. The second verse of this driven piece offers the 
singer a moment of respite, a respite that he associates with 
Christmas, and a reunion with his absent lady friend. That verse 
begins as the singer expresses the flitting fantasy that if it were only 
Christmas, “Oh, wouldn’t we have a time, baby?” It’s romance he’s 
thinking of here, not opening presents. This might be a vestige of 
slave culture, when Christmas provided a time of reunion for 
couples who lived on different plantations. In fact, in one blues 
song, Christmas stands first for leisure-time itself, as the singer 
rejoices that he doesn’t have any work to do, so that “every day is 
Christmas.” (Which means he will be free to join his girlfriend and 
spend all his time making love to her.) In another song, the singer 
laments that he is all alone at Christmas, and compares himself to “a 
rooster looking for a setting hen.”18 


It is characteristic of the blues to be filled with such wordplay, 
and especially with vivid double entendres. One Christmas blues 
consists entirely of an extended pun in which the singer searches for 
his Christmas present in his girlfriend’s “dresser drawer.” Or the 
wordplay might involve sly mockery of other elements of the 
middle-class domestic Christmas, especially Santa Claus himself. The 


singer may simply inform his lady friend that “Santa Claus will be to 
see you, this very Christmas night.” Or he may be a “backdoor 
Santa,” a surreptitious Lothario who makes his “rounds about the 
break of day.” Or he may assure his woman that he is not too old to 
perform his expected role: “I’m gonna be your Santa Claus even if 
my whiskers is white.” Other Christmas blues are based on a rich 
metaphoric brew involving stockings or Christmas trees. In one of 
these the singer, without bothering to explain himself, urges his 
woman to take her stocking and “hang it up on the head of the 
bed.” In several other blues renditions, the singer proceeds to 
reverse the stocking’s sex when he asks his girlfriend to “let me hang 
my stocking right on your Christmas tree.” 19 


The possibilities of variation in the wordplay based on these stock 
phrases seem to be almost as limitless as those contained within the 
strict formal confines of blues music itself. In addition, all of these 
Christmas blues are in part directed at the conventional domestic 
Christmas ritual, a ritual they manage to transform into a kind of 
joyous sacrilege. (The “backdoor Santa,” for example, gives presents 
to any children he encounters on his rounds, but only to keep them 
quiet while he is otherwise engaged with their mother’—“Ho! ho! 
ho! ho!”) Such gestures are a form of cultural theater, and the 
mocking commentary they offer is exactly what Mikhail Bakhtin, 
writing of the sixteenth-century European world of Rabelais, has 
placed at the heart of carnival sensibility.2° 


?HE BLUES TRADITION, Of COUrse, represents only one aspect of the African- 
American Christmas. At the other end of the spectrum is the African- 
American holiday known as Kwanzaa. Based loosely on an African 
harvest celebration, this Christmas-season ritual has been gaining in 
popularity in recent years, especially among middle-class American 
blacks who wish to reclaim their African heritage. Domestic in its 
nature, Kwanzaa is a good instance of an “invented tradition,” one 
that serves as an alternative to the mainstream Christmas holiday 
(but which also mirrors it in its essentially domestic features). 


In this, Kwanzaa is similar to the old colonial holiday of 
Thanksgiving, which the Puritans introduced as a more acceptable 
alternative to Christmas. Thanksgiving was intended to offer New 
Englanders an opportunity for seasonal feasting after the conclusion 
of the harvest, an occasion that was not tainted by the pagan origin 
of Christmas or by its carnival associations. (In the late eighteenth 
century, when Christmas had begun to reenter the New England 
calendar, regional governors sometimes responded by ordering that 
Thanksgiving be held as close to Christmas as possible—in one year 
as late as December 20.)21 


And in this respect both Thanksgiving and Kwanzaa are similar to 
the Jewish-American holiday of Chanukah. As innumerable 
commentators have pointed out, until recent times Chanukah was a 
distinctly minor holiday in the Jewish calendar. Even in its earlier 
history, though, it seems to have shifted its meaning to fit new 
circumstances. To begin with, it was simply a celebration of a 
military victory in the second century sc, the improbable victory of 
the Maccabees over their Syrian Greek occupiers, together with the 
rededication of the profaned Temple that followed. But nowhere in 
the original accounts was there any reference to the oil that 
miraculously continued to burn for eight days (the period of time 
required for such a ritual rededication). Only around the beginning 
of the Christian era, at a time when many Jews were becoming 
assimilated into Hellenic culture, did Chanukah become a “miracle 
of lights.” Such a major reinterpretation achieved two ends: It 
played down the element of Jewish military might at a time when 
assimilated Hebrews would not have wished to appear warlike, and 
it imitated the Greek solstice celebration, which similarly entailed 
the burning of lamps (and would itself later be metamorphosed into 
the ritual of Yule logs and Christmas lights).22 


There is only one element in the observance of Chanukah that 
mirrors any aspect of the carnival tradition: the element of 
gambling. Gambling was forbidden in medieval Jewish culture, but 
an exception was made during the eight days of Chanukah.23 That 
custom survives today in the form of the little spinning top used by 


children and known as a dreidel. Dreidels can come to rest on any of 
four sides, each of which bears a special mark—rather like dice. The 
connection with dice is a real one: Dreidels were designed as 
gambling instruments. 


But it is not Chanukah that we must look to for the closest Jewish 
version of the old Christmas. For that, we must turn to another 
Jewish holiday: the early spring festival known as Purim. This 
holiday marks the liberation of the Jewish people from still another 
ancient oppressor. Like the carnival Christmas, it is celebrated with 
the same radical inversion of social hierarchy and the same 
sanctioned transgression of behavioral boundaries. This point has in 
large measure been conveniently forgotten by assimilated Jews, but 
it is well remembered by the most traditional portion of the modern 
Jewish community. (Back in 1687, though, the Reverend Increase 
Mather of Boston was able to note that “the Days of Purim” were 
not intended as a “religious festival” but as what he termed a 
“political holiday,” and Mather went on to observe that “Jews do 
not look upon these Days as Holy; they spend them in feasting, and 
in telling merry Stories.”)24 


Merry, indeed. Mather was correct, but he could easily have gone 
further than that. Purim is a latter-day Jewish Feast of Fools. Even 
today, in a modern parallel to the “Boy Bishop” ritual of medieval 
Europe, yeshiva students take on the role of rabbis. Sacred biblical 
texts are mocked, recited in nonsensical juxtaposition. Children are 
expected to interrupt the retelling of the Purim story with jeers and 
noisemakers. Outdoors, the holiday is a time of parade and 
masquerade, and of almsgiving, too.25 The streets of Jerusalem and 
Brooklyn are thick with street theater on these occasions. There is 
even a rabbinic injunction to get completely drunk at Purim— 
literally, to drink so much that one can no longer tell the difference 
between the two central characters in the Purim legend, the hero, 
Mordecai, and the archvillain, Haman, a Persian who had 
unsuccessfully ordered the annihilation of the Jews. Metaphorically 
speaking, that means to get so drunk that one cannot distinguish 


good from evil. It is hard to imagine a more profoundly carnival-like 
gesture. 


Inventinc Reat Trapition 


Here, then, and in some improbable places, are remnants of a 
carnival holiday tradition. But a word of caution is in order: We 
should pause before thinking of these as remnants of the “real” 
holiday tradition. We should not assume that Kwanzaa is less 
authentic than the blues or that Chanukah is less authentic than 
Purim or that Thanksgiving is less authentic than New Year’s Eve. 
One set of all these celebrations may be “respectable” and (in the 
United States, at least) relatively recent, while the other may be 
rowdy and relatively older—but neither has a monopoly on 
authenticity. 


To be sure, this book has argued that the “respectable” set of 
holidays—and_ particularly the familiar Christmas—represent 
something of an “invented tradition.” This is no longer such a novel 
idea. One recent collection of essays, published in England under 
the title Unwrapping Christmas, actually opens with a blunt claim: “A 
consensus appears to be emerging around the interpretation of the 
contemporary Anglo-American Christmas which would place this 
festival firmly within the more general category of phenomenon 
termed ‘the invention of tradition.”’26 But while “the invention of 
tradition” offers a very useful historical tool, like all tools it is 
subject to abuse. The easiest and most tempting way to abuse the 
idea of invented traditions may be to believe that if a tradition is 
“invented,” it is somehow tainted, not really authentic. 


There are several reasons why such a belief is false. But the most 
important of them is that it is based on a profoundly questionable 
assumption—that before there were “invented” traditions there 
were “real” ones that were not invented. It is difficult, though, to 
imagine such a thing as a tradition that was not invented—and 
reinvented, and invented yet again. That is surely as true of the 


carnival Christmas as it is of Christmas as domestic idyll. As I noted 
in Chapter I, the carnival Christmas varied widely from place to 
place and from time to time, and it is fruitless to define some primal 
unchanging tradition even in a small region of, say, England or 
Ireland. The wassail songs surely changed from one year to the next, 
depending in any given year on variables as unstable as the quality 
of the harvest or the ephemeral mood of the relationship between 
patrons and their clients. 


To return to a point made in Chapter i, it is useful to think of 
traditions not as static entities but as dynamic forces that are 
constantly being negotiated and renegotiated. Inversion rituals, for 
example, expressed the fault lines in the society of early modern 
Europe, the great inequalities of wealth and power that both 
separated the classes and bound them together. The very appeal that 
peasants and tenants sometimes made to “customary rights” (to old 
traditions, in other words) was on occasion used as a political 
gesture, to help preserve certain Christmas benefits (the best beer, 
for example, or an extra day of leisure) that could always come 
under challenge—in a year of poor harvest, or with the less- 
forthcoming son of a generous landlord. The appeal to age-old 
custom, then as later, was more political strategy than simple 
statement of fact: We are entitled to it now, because we have always 
had it might well mean little more than You let us do it last year, and 
we want it again now. It is in just this way that traditions have 
always been fashioned. 


Yet this is difficult to accept. Today we may yearn for a past that 
has no past. We require some traditions to be unchanging, to exist 
outside of time—and if these cannot be our own traditions, then at 
least let them be the older ones that they displaced. If Santa Claus 
and Christmas trees turn out to be creations of the past two 
centuries, at least carnival itself must be rooted in deep cultural soil, 
as transcendent as the seasonal cycle itself. 


But we must try to recognize such temptations for what they are. 
Our own culture has made us acutely aware of inauthenticities that 
pervade our own lives—in advertising, business, and politics. And 


that awareness presses us to seek out the practices of other, different 
societies, including those of our own past—distant places and times 
that carry the promise of being more “in touch” than our own with 
“what really matters.” Invariably, these alien societies carry an 
implicit promise: They have remained untainted by the forces of 
commodity culture. Thus we are easily fascinated by “primitive” 
peoples whom we can make out to have had minimal contact with 
Western society. We tour the Third World, or untouched pockets of 
our own society, and we do not choose to suspect that the natives 
already know all about us and just what we expect them to be like 
(or to recognize that it is our own culture that is selling them to us 
as just another commodity). We read about times gone by and we 
do not wish to think those were just as complex, and as morally 
ambiguous, as our own times. But of course they were. Someone 
expressed this idea with great elegance by pointing out that 
“nobody has ever lived in the past.” 


One way to help clarify that point is to look for living expressions 
of carnival here in the present—not in hidden corners of our society 
but right where we encounter it in our ordinary lives. Are we really 
prepared to romanticize carnival behavior when it disturbs our own 
sense of civility or our personal privacy? It is one thing to lament 
the suppression of wassail, the Wren Boys, or John Canoe, but it 
may be quite another to feel comfortable with the aggressive 
begging that has returned to our cities and towns or with the 
deliberately offensive speech and manners of middle-class young 
people who are busy probing and transgressing the limits of 
acceptable behavior. The blues may be an expression of modern 
carnival, but so is the sound of young men—whether black or white 
—driving slowly down city streets with boom boxes blaring from 
open car windows. And for those of us who happen to reside in 
academic communities, so is the sound of postexamination 
festivities at the nearby fraternity house. 


It is intriguing to force ourselves to think of such Animal House 
celebrations as modern carnival, or even as a latter-day form of 
street theater, youthful mockery directed in part at the workaday 


adult world whose privileges and burdens present-day young people 
are uncertain whether to envy or fear. And it is useful to force 
ourselves to think of those young people—at least the ones who 
attend high school or college—as the modern equivalent of peasants 
and apprentices, the “children and servants” who once “went abroad 
nights” in late December. There is something more than a purely 
symbolic connection linking the two groups. Students, more than 
any other members of middle-class society, live by a task-oriented 
seasonal rhythm marked, just toward the end of the calendar year, 
by a period of intense labor (not bringing in the harvest but 
studying for final exams); and that in turn is followed, just at 
Christmas, by an extended period of strenuous release and 
aggressive leisure. But to recognize that connection with the past 
does not make the Animal House scenario more endearing. 


So it will not do to think there is a usable line, whether historical 
or aesthetic, dividing invented traditions from real ones. But neither 
does this mean that we cannot and need not make judgments. If this 
book has argued, on the one hand, that traditions are constantly 
changing and that the domestic Christmas idyll is surprisingly new, 
it has also argued that most of the problems we face at Christmas 
today—the greedy materialism, the jaded consumerism, the 
deliberate manipulation not only of goods but also of private desires 
and personal relationships into purchasable commodities—are 
surprisingly old. They date, in fact, to the emergence of the 
domestic Christmas itself. And they were being publicly debated, 
and lamented, as early as the 1830s. 


This, too, is difficult to accept. It is natural to believe that the 
issues we face today are new ones—issues of unprecedented 
complexity the likes of which have never been encountered. The 
problems we associate with Christmas, in particular-—the loss of 
authenticity, the decline of pure domestic felicity into an exhausting 
and often frustrating round of shopping for the perfect gifts—are the 
very problems we most easily associate with the facts of modern 
economic life, with advanced technologies of production and 
marketing. Even people who fervently believe in market capitalism 


sometimes blame it for cheapening Christmas. But what this book 
has suggested is that there never was a time when Christmas existed 
as an unsullied domestic idyll, immune to the taint of 
commercialism. It has argued that the domestic Christmas was the 
commercial Christmas—commercial from its earliest stages, 
commercial at its very core. Indeed, the domestic Christmas was 
itself a force in the spread of consumer capitalism. 


That may be the case because domesticity and capitalism 
themselves, “family values” and accumulative, competitive ones, 
have been deeply interlinked from the very beginning, even when 
they have appeared to represent alternative modes of feeling (or 
seemed to be in conflict with each other). For there is that other 
kind of “Christmas blues,” the middle-class blues that bespeak our 
disappointment in the family itself for its failure to provide the 
yearned-for intimacy that is its especial role and trust at Christmas. 
But to fulfill that role, to satisfy that yearning, how much finally 
depends—at both ends of the gift exchange—on the selection of just 
the right presents! As purchasers, how often do we end by using 
money as a substitute for what we fear is insufficient thoughtfulness 
and sensitivity?—by deciding, at the end of a lengthy shopping 
excursion, to buy expensive presents for our loved ones simply 
because we cannot think of that one simple gift that would be 
modest in price but perfectly intimate in effect. 


It is just this circumstance that may help to explain why, in the 
second quarter of the nineteenth century, such rituals as Santa Claus 
and the Christmas tree (or stockings or gift wrapping) took such 
rapid and profound hold on the imagination of those who created a 
new domestic Christmas. Perhaps the very speed and intensity with 
which those essentially new rituals were claimed as timeless 
traditions shows how powerful was the need to keep the 
relationship between family life and a commercial economy hidden 
from view—to protect children (and adults, too) from understanding 
something troublesome about the world they were making. In our 
own time, a century and a half later, that protection may be an 
indulgence we can no longer afford. 
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57. What is just as striking (but not apparent from the above 
description) is that the woman who sent the present, “Aunt 
Speakman” (Jane Sedgwick’s aunt on her mother’s side) was a 
Bostonian. One of the lingering ambiguities of the Christmas season 
(it would not be resolved for another generation) was when to open 
presents—on December 25 or January 1? Ultimately, it was all the 
same thing, inasmuch as the date was less important than the sheer 
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He holds another levee today, and such of our little friends as did 
not visit him yesterday, should not fail to make him a call” 
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according to the description of Prof. Moore in his poem.” 
Manuscript diary of Francis Prioleau Lee, Dec. 31, 1833, in the 
archives of the General Theological Seminary. (Sandra D. Hayslette 
brought this item to my attention while she was an undergraduate 
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